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Abstract
This dissertation is an investigation of religious, ethnic, and racial identification in
the social “field” of Heathenry. Heathenry is a reconstructionist religious movement
attempting to reconnect with or revive the pre-Christian traditions of the Germanic tribes
of northern Europe. Often articulated as an “ethnic religion,” Heathenry has also been
frequently tied to white supremacist violence and hate crimes. Applying Anthony
Wallace’s model of revitalization movements, I attempt to make sense of what it is
contemporary Heathens are trying to accomplish in today’s society: What is it Heathens
are trying to revitalize?
As a field of contestation over common-sense meanings about the world and the
nature of our place in it, Heathenry is the location of frequent and heated debates around
the negotiation of religious, racial, and ethnic identities. Much of the common-sense
notions prevalent in the Heathen community, however, are derived from and built upon
historical trajectories of which most contemporary Heathens seem blissfully unaware.
While Heathenry provides a good example of a revitalization movement, it differs from
the cases investigated by Wallace (the Iroquois, for example) in that the historical and
cultural distances between the current day revivers and the idealized model being
revitalized necessitates that intermediary categories (including intermediary subcultures
and ideologies) and ideals of identity/identification must stand in as intermediaries for the
ideal ancient Heathen identity being imaginatively and contentiously “revived.” Stated
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more bluntly: For many Heathens, white racial identity is at least as important, often
more so, than any relationship with spiritual beings, religious practices, or cultural
identities.
By means of historical and textual analysis of both scholarship on Heathenry and
contemporary Heathen blog discourses this dissertation will show how Heathen evasions
(or denials) of their movement’s history and development, combined with both a
common-sense cultural understanding of white racial identity and a suggestive but
ambiguous euphemistic use of language (especially “the Folk” and “our ancestors”) allow
some contemporary Heathen entrepreneurs to produce and defend a common-sense
notion of racial identity which supports and reinforces white supremacist ideologies.
Pierre Bourdieu’s practice-based model of the interplay between structure and agency
provide the basic outlines of a cultural theory of social interaction. Combined with the
concept of projects of identification, developed from a combination of Herder’s theory of
the social construction of Völker, Wallace’s theory of Revitalization Movements, and the
theorizing of racial and ethnic projects by Omi and Winant, and Brubaker, this allows a
critically historical look at the use of discourse, narratives, and cultural/symbolic capital
to create and contest identifications with a plethora of categories (races, ethnicities,
nationalities, political parties, religions, etc.).
The evasion/denial of the early history of Heathenry allows for the incorporation
of völkisch cognitive frameworks and assumptions about the nature of reality (and
especially race) into the objective structures (doxa) of the field of Heathenry. By denying
the origins and trajectories of these ideas McNallen and other “ethnic” Heathens slip
racialist/racists conceptions and logic into the “common sense” of the Heathen
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community. The myth of contemporary origins prevents many contemporary Heathens
from recognizing the sometimes-troubling origins and history of much of their own
meaningful sense of identity. This evasion of Heathen history leaves both contemporary
Heathens and contemporary scholars of Heathenry in the dark regarding the significance
and history of many basic Heathen ideas and conceptions. This lack of awareness of our
own historical trajectories contributes substantially to “Ethnic” Heathen efforts to
disguise logics of racial essentialism as merely celebration of culture and heritage (a.k.a.
“ethnicity”).
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Chapter 1: Ethnicity, Revitalization, and the Problem of Race
This dissertation is an investigation of religious, ethnic, and racial identification in
the social “field” of Heathenry. Heathenry is a reconstructionist religious movement
attempting to reconnect with or revive the pre-Christian traditions of the Germanic tribes
of northern Europe. Often articulated as an “ethnic religion,” Heathenry has also been
frequently tied to white supremacist violence and hate crimes. As a Heathen myself,
disturbed by these ongoing associations, I seek to understand the causes and functions of
essentialist racial ideologies within the larger Heathen community. I will demonstrate that
rather than simply being a group of marginal racists, Heathens are a marginal group who
are struggling in much more direct and conscious ways (though much of it still remains
invisible) with the racism inherent to the societies and cultures of the United States. The
(ongoing) construction of Heathenry as a religious movement is both a response to, and
an affirmation of this marginalization. By means of historical and textual analysis of both
scholarship on Heathenry and contemporary Heathen blog discourses, this dissertation
will show how Heathen evasions (or denials) of their movement’s history and
development, combined with both a common-sense cultural understanding of white racial
identity and a suggestive but ambiguous euphemistic use of language (especially “the
Folk” and “our ancestors”) allow some contemporary Heathens to produce and defend a
common-sense notion of racial identity which supports and reinforces white supremacist
ideologies.
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On July 28, 1996, two young men trying to sneak into a boat race instead
stumbled across a human skull along the washed-out edge of the Columbia River in
Kennewick, Washington. They thought they had stumbled across a murder victim, and
contacted the police. The remains, however, turned out to be some of the oldest
discovered on the North American continent, and they sparked a round of conflicts,
debates, and back-and-forth legal rulings that have continued through the intervening
decades to the present day.
The controversy stemmed from ambiguity over how to identify the long deceased.
Were they an American Indian / Native American? If so, the North American Graves
Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) required the return of their remains to the
local tribes for repatriation. James Chatters, the archaeologist who followed up the skull’s
discovery, and managed to recover an almost complete skeleton from the river and
riverbank, insisted though that the skeleton showed “Caucasoid” traits rather than those
of a Native American. He and a number of other scientists insisted that the remains, and
the site, needed to be studied further in an effort to understand what a “Caucasian” was
doing in what is now Washington State so long before current theories of human
development and expansion would justify the presence of such remains.
The U.S. Army Corp of Engineers originally decided to turn the remains over to
the local Native tribes, according to NAGPRA regulations. Objections from Chatters as
well as other concerned voices led to the filing of a suit in federal court by a group of
eight anthropologists (not including Chatters) on October 16, 1996. The case pitted the
local American Indian tribes against the eight scientists over the fate of the remains,
2

which came to be known as “Kennewick Man” (Burke, et all 2016; “Chapter 2:
Kennewick: A Timeline of Events, 1006-2007”).
On October 24, 1996, a new party joined the conflict. The Asatru Folk Assembly
(AFA), “a California-based organization following an old Norse religion,” also filed suit,
alongside the Smithsonian anthropologists. These new litigants were concerned that if the
Kennewick Man were Caucasian, that he was their relative, not a relative of the native
tribes (Burke, et al 2016; Chapter 2).
The Asatru Folk Assembly,
. . . sued to stop the United States government from
repatriating the bones to the Indian claimants. In their
publication The Runestone they wrote, “Kennewick Man is
our kin. . . . Native American groups have strongly
contested this idea, perceiving that they have much to lose
if their status as the ‘First Americans’ is overturned. We
will not let our heritage be hidden by those who seek to
obscure it.” Asatruans [sic] demanded that the bones be
turned over to them for reburial. (David Hurst Thomas,
xxiv)
Stephen McNallen, founder and then leader of the AFA, named as one of the plaintiffs in
the suit, was determined to claim the bones as his own ancestor, based solely on the belief
that they had belonged to a “white” man. The case became (and remains) highly
contentious.
Citing the 1990 Native Graves and Repatriation Act
(NAGPRA), the Native Americans demanded all scientific
testing be stopped. Speaking for the third party in the
conflict, Asatru leader Stephen McNallen (1996) suspected
another motive behind the Native American legal action.
“They literally want to bury the evidence. I mean, this is a
politically hot potato. The idea of Caucasians that might
have walked across the Bering land bridge along with the
Native Americans is awesome. It changes the whole
3

question of who was here first! Who genocided who?”
(Gardell 2003, 149-50)
This is definitely one of the more damning McNallen quotes on the subject. Based purely
on a guess that the bones might be “Caucasian,” McNallen has woven a tale that not only
eliminates any guilt or responsibility white Americans might have for the attempted
genocide of Native Americans, by claiming that they did it first; framing the genocide of
Native Americans as warranted self-defense. He spins the colonial history of North
America entirely on its head, replacing a well-documented history of European-Christian
imperialism with a fantasy in which prehistoric “white” people were the real victims.
With the case pending, the skeleton was locked up in
custody of the Army Corps of Engineers in Richland,
Washington. When Alan Schneider, attorney for the
scientists, got news that the corps three times had allowed
the Indians to perform religious ceremonies with the bones,
he strongly protested, saying, “no one should be allowed
access until the lawsuit was resolved.” Upset, too, were the
Norse heathens, whose attorney Michael (Reinhold)
Clinton, himself an active Asatrúer, managed to give the
pagans access to the bones for an Asatrú ceremony that was
conducted in the vault in August 1997, under heavy protests
from Native American spokespersons. (Gardell 2003, 150)
McNallen and his new AFA were determined that Kennewick Man was one of their own,
connected to them firmly and inescapably by racial identity.
The skeleton was thus used to strengthen the pagan claim
that Asatrú is an “organic” religion that is natural, not alien,
to white Americans. “The religion of the first European
settlers to inhabit North America, a full five hundred years
before Columbus, was Asatrú,” declared Valgard Murray
(n.d.a) of the Asatrú Alliance. “Ours is an ancestral
religion,” the Asatrú Folk Assembly adds, “one passed
down to us from our forebears of ancient times”
(“Declaration of Purpose” n.d.). (Gardell 2003, 151)
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This claim reaches far, far, beyond the cultural, linguistic theories of Herder’s shared
worldviews (discussed in chapter four) to a biological racial essentialism focused on the
importance of being white.
The Kennewick Man controversy demonstrated the
readiness of the Asatrú tribes not to compromise what they
consider to be of vital interest to their ethnonationalist
quest. After three years, in January 2000 the AFA withdrew
from the case, citing a lack of finances and a realization
that they never could get justice. “In a world where the
bones of Leif Erikson’s men would be labeled ‘Native
American’ there is no hope for a reasonable, logical, fair
solution,” McNallen contended. (Gardell 2003, 282)
Despite the AFA’s departure from the case, the struggle continues to this day. Scientists
have recently been allowed to do more extensive testing of the bones, and DNA tests
have suggested to some that the remains are more closely related to the Native American
tribes than previously believed (Preston 2014).
All things considered, McNallen claimed that much had
been accomplished. The case gave Asatrú more media
coverage than ever before, and the ancestral spirit of the
Kennewick Man was hailed with “blessings and horns
raised in his memory by Northern folk. Without us, he
would have only had the misplaced attentions of a stranger
people who were probably his blood enemies.” McNallen
remained convinced that time would vindicate the Asatrú
contention that “Europeans were in North America many
thousands of years ago.” Ethnic Asatrúers see themselves
as the territory’s indigenous people, the true “Native”
Americans, and urge their kin to learn from history lest it
repeats itself. “Kennewick Man is all about extinction,”
McNallen declared. “His people were bred or wiped out by
invaders,” and that “can happen to us too.” (Gardell 2003,
282)

5

By simple racial definition, Native Americans are/were “probably his blood enemies.”
Diversity is clearly threatening to McNallen. In an ideal world, there can be only one race
it would seem. Violent competition between races is a given.
While McNallen opposes the construction of global
monoculture and the American melting pot by promoting
ethnic separatism and cultural diversity, it is also evident
that, from his point of view, other ethnics better be
separates somewhere else and not claim independence on
territory considered entitled to Northernfolk. (Gardell 2003,
283)
Despite his claims to champion diversity and plurality, McNallen is clear here (and
elsewhere) that what he truly proposes/supports is a competitive view of winner-takes-all
racial competition. He sees racial categories as not only given and ahistoric, but as
definitive of allegiance in a life-and-death struggle over territory.
The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in 2004 that there was no way of clearly
determining Kennewick Man’s identity due to the age of the remains, and permitted
further study of the bones. Newly available advances in DNA analysis allowed for a 2015
study, which finally demonstrated Kennewick Man’s close relation to the local Native
tribes of the Columbia Basin (Steenhuysen 2015).
The remains of Kennewick Man are again, at least for the time being, destined to
be repatriated by the Native American tribes of the Columbia River Basin. The scientific
and/or political debate regarding his racial identity is (temporarily?) settled. However, the
significance and centrality of race in U.S. legal and political discourses continues
unabated, perhaps even reinvigorated in the current political climate.
While the legal documents and judges talked about determining “cultural
affiliation” with the remains, and the AFA talked about “ancestors,” “heritage,” and
6

“ethnicity,” it is nonetheless clear that for McNallen and the AFA at least, what was really
at stake was race. No concern is shown for the cultural practices of Kennewick Man. The
concern and conflicts have not been about his group identity while alive, the religious
practices he might or might not have observed or participated in, or what language(s) he
might have spoken. Rather, the concern was over his biological makeup: either his visible
bone structure (what did he look like) or (finally) his DNA.
Why then, do so many parties involved continue to talk about “heritage,”
“ethnicity,” and the like when the focus is really on “race?” Are the two one and the
same? Do they mean the same thing? What is the difference between race and ethnicity?
Social Power and Social Movements
Max Weber defined “power” as “the probability that one actor in a social
relationship will be in a position to carry out his will despite resistance, regardless of the
basis on which this probability rests” (Weber 1978, 53). Similarly, Robert A. Dahl
defined power as “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that
B would not otherwise do” (Dahl 1957, 202-3). These early definitions focused on
actions of individuals in more or less direct competition with others over resources or
ideology. The Marxist tradition contributes the idea of “false consciousness” to discuss
the ways in which people could be deceived about the true nature of social relations.
From Antonio Gramsci, we get the idea of hegemony, the conception that it is through the
construction of civil society and the expectations and norms that go along with it that the
exploited classes of society are persuaded (not coerced) to believe in the justified
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legitimacy of their station; that they belong were they are in the social order, and that
their placement there is just (Gramsci 2000).
This dissertation will be based in an understanding of “power” as enacted and
negotiated in what Pierre Bourdieu called “the field of power” (Bourdieu 1989, 16).
Bourdieu’s conception shares with Marx and Gramsci the idea that social actors can be
deceived though the persuasion of “common-sense” social norms, but criticizes Marxism
for overemphasizing the role of economic capital (which for Bourdieu was simply one
out of a number of forms of capital relevant to the negotiation and contestation of the
social landscape). He also appears to have had a distaste for Gramsci, despite Gramsci’s
recognition that more than economics was at play in the social exercise of power; perhaps
due to the same desire to distance himself from the traditions of Marxism (Buraway
2012).
Bourdieu’s “practice-based” theory of social interactions is intended to bridge the
long-standing gap/conflict between social theories based on human agency and
structuralist theories which present human beings as the result of social forces rather than
meaningful actors in themselves (Bourdieu 1989, 14-15). He sees social structures, social
power, and social identities based in the interaction of what he calls habitus, field, and
capital. “Field” refers to the “social spaces” in which human actors negotiate and contest
the meaning and distribution of material and symbolic resources (capital) and the
expected norms of social interaction. Each such field (such as the “field of education,”
the “field of art,” or the “field of Italian bikini modeling,” or “the field of Heathenry”)
have their own internal logic and rules (which he sometimes calls doxa) which both
8

structure the interactions of those participating in the field, and are (at the same time) the
subjects of contestation and negotiation by means of interaction in the field.
This structure is not immutable, and the topology that
describes the state of the social positions permits a dynamic
analysis of the conservation and transformation of the
structure of the active properties’ distribution and thus of
the social space itself. That is what I mean when I describe
the global social space as a field, that is, both as a field of
forces, whose necessity is imposed on agents who are
engaged in it, and as a field of struggles within which
agents confront each other, with differentiated means and
ends according to their position in the structure of the field
of forces, thus contributing to conserving or transforming
its structure. (Bourdieu 1998, 32)
Agents participating in these fields, by necessity, incorporate the structures of the
field into their own personal habitus: the ingrained, internalized standards of behaviors
and norms. Driving on the right side of the road and stopping at red lights are part of the
structure of the field of automobile operation (in the U.S. at least). Covering your genitals
in public is a frequent component of the structure of many social fields (though not all).
Actors learn the practical necessity of such rules by means of interaction with the
landscape of the field and other actors within it. Bourdieu insists on calling these
“objective structures of the field” in that, despite their social construction and
changeability, they are objectively real and will have objectively real consequences if not
obeyed. We internalize the objective structures of the fields we inhabit both to avoid the
consequences that come with breaking the rules, as well as for the purpose of competing
for various forms of resources (capital) available within them. Those resources, in return,
might be used to work toward the changing of those objective structures. There is nothing
to prevent a law being passed that changes the side of the road we are obligated to drive
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on, and the successful designation of a stretch of beach as a “nude beach,” can remove
the obligation to wear pants. Despite being changeable, however, driving on the “wrong”
side of the road (whichever one that happens to be) risks an automobile accident (or just a
ticket if you are lucky) and refusing to wear pants on a public street is likely to get you
arrested.
In addition to struggles over the objective structures of the field, social actors also
compete within fields for a variety of forms of “capital” (cultural, social, and symbolic, in
addition to economic). Access to, or possession of capital in its various forms provides
one access to resources, privileges, and statuses otherwise unattainable (Bourdieu, 1986).
These various fields, in which human actors are arranged and located in relation to one
another, and in which they compete over both resources and the very structures of the
fields, are themselves arranged and located in relation to one another within what
Bourdieu called “the field of power” (Bourdieu, 1989).
Bourdieu’s theory of power and social relations will be looked at more closely in
chapter five. For now, it is worth mentioning that Heathenry can be usefully looked at as
a “field” in Bourdieu’s sense: an arena of contestation of meaning, with its own
“objective structures,” which is itself located within larger fields of contestation and
meaning (including at least the field of religion, and the ultimate “field of power”). The
construction and development of this field will be traced from eighteenth century
Germany (where it was part of a quest for a meaningful ethnic/national identity by
“Germans”) through various white and/or Germanic nationalist movements, into the
contemporary U.S.; where it is, once again, being used in seeking out or constructing
10

meaningful identities for white Americans who are struggling with their place in
contemporary society.
Heathenry, Ethnicity, and Race
Although there is a great deal of variation among Heathens, one shared common
characteristic, which is also a characteristic that differentiates them from many more
common varieties of Neopagans, is an attempt to either reclaim or create anew a sense of
ethnic identification that connects them with the pre-Christian populations of northern
Europe. Not all Heathens use this terminology or would even be comfortable with this
claim. However, most Heathens, including those who resist association with “ethnicity”
as a component of their practice or identification, tend to identify with “our heritage,”
“our ancestors,” “our culture,” or some other category of connection to pre-Christian
Europeans that could easily be construed in ethnic terms. There is a component of
“ethnic” identification within most (though certainly not all) forms of Heathenry.
Much of Heathenry is based on the idea of an ethnic religion and therefore an
ethnic identity. However, rather than being specifically identified with any real-life
ethnicity, the boundaries are often drawn around white racial identity. If Heathenry were
truly an ethnic identity, then it would be distinguished as such from the rest of the white
American population. Not all white people are Irish, for example. “Irish” is an ethnicity
which distinguishes Irish people from the rest of the white population. “White” is a racial
category, not an ethnic one. As it stands, however, Heathens are distinguished as a
religious identity, frequently with more racial than ethnic connotations.
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Mattias Gardell describes what he calls “ethnic Asatrú” as an attempt “to get
beyond the race issue” by defining Ásatrú as “an ethnic religion, native to northern
Europe and therefore natural to Americans of northern European ancestry” (Gardell 2003,
258). He sees it as a middle ground between clearly racist interpretations and anti-racist
strands that moved away from identification with ancestors and “folk,” an attempt to
negotiate between the extremes present within the larger Heathen subculture.
For most of the past four decades the movement has been starkly divided between
a “universalist” approach, in which all who feel “called” by the gods are welcome, and a
“folkish” approach in which Heathenry is understood to be connected to, and appropriate
for, only people of a particular “heritage.” In practice and in much of the discourse this
“heritage” is discussed as biological, and is usually, if not always, synonymous with
being identified as racially white.
Previous scholarly work on Heathenry has almost invariably framed it as a bizarre
marginal cult with a deviant penchant for old-fashioned varieties of racism. This
approach, though understandable, is not particularly helpful or even accurate. The only
thing deviant about the racism in Heathenry is that it is frequently rather open. Motivated
by challenges to and within the racialized system of our society, Heathenry is an attempt
to negotiate what it means to be white by reference to and use of the same sorts of
nativist/indigenous/post(anti)colonial ideals represented in the resistance struggles of
U.S. non-whites. Heathens often question why other people can be proud of their race,
but they/we are not supposed to be. The structures of racism so frequently pointed out by
commentators on Heathenry are not, in fact, something that Heathens uniquely bring to
12

the table. Much to the contrary, the racist frames with which Heathens struggle are part
and parcel of mainstream U.S. culture. The white racial frame that Joe Feagin articulates
(2010) is both the motivator and the limiting factor of Heathen relevance, growth, and
adaptation.
There is, however, a large portion of Heathens who actively reject these racist
leanings. While the Folkish emphasize that only people of “proper ancestry” (which can
vary, but usually boils down to “white”) should be involved in Heathenry, “Universalist”1
Heathens insist that anyone who feels “called by the gods” can and should be part of the
Heathen community.
What is it about this religion, which is very important to my own sense of who I
am and my place in the world around me, that also appeals to and attracts white
supremacists? Am I using the same general frames for understanding what it means to be
Heathen, or white, as racist Heathens? I am drawn, as a practitioner and a scholar, to
studying why and how Heathenry is used as a cultural space for contesting the meanings
of “race” and “whiteness” in contemporary American society.
Howard Winant has noted that since the cultural upheavals of the Civil Rights era
there has been a distinct crisis of identity for white Americans.
The prospect that whites may not constitute a clear majority
nor exercise unquestioned racial domination in various
institutional settings has led to a crisis of white identity. As
previous assumptions erode, white identity loses its
transparency, the easy elision with ‘racelessnes’ that has
accompanied racial dominance since the end of the
Reconstruction period in 1877. Today the very meaning of
1

This is a term of condemnation and critique applied by the Folkish to those who disagree with their
stance. A fairly small number of such Heathens actively self-identify with this term, but nobody seems
to have yet come up with a better one.
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‘whiteness’ has become a matter of anxiety and concern. In
this respect, whites have been racialized in the post-civil
rights era (Winant 1994, 64).
Many have sought to emphasize “ethnicity” over “race” as a result of this crisis and the
alterations to racial and ethnic relations it has entailed. Emphasizing identities such as
English, German, Irish, Italian, and the like was conceived of as a way to diminish the
significance of a monolithic white racial identity. However, the further and further away
the majority of white Americans get from “old country” origins, the less and less those
traditional ethnicities mean (Ignatiev 2009, Brodkin 1998. Most identify more fully with
a white, “Euro-American” racial identity than with any more specific European ethnicity
(Winant, 1994, 65). The long popular “melting pot” ideology of immigrant assimilation
to “American” culture had generally meant giving up native languages and largely
ignoring “old country” origins. For centuries, white Americans have been taught to
distance themselves from particular European national or cultural heritages in favor of an
“American” cultural identity that has been largely synonymous with racial whiteness.
Only recently, with the admissibility of pride in non-European origins, have many white
Americans reversed this tendency and begun to feel the absence of their own preAmerican heritages.
Michael Omi and Howard Winant, with their racial formation theory, suggest that
“race” is not a fixed, immutable category, not only in its particular content, but also in its
more general nature. Individuals and social movements articulate and pursue what Omi
and Winant call racial projects, in which they argue for what the very concept of “race”
actually means as well as the content and relative status of particular racial categories
(Omi and Winant 2015, 13).
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Similarly, Rogers Brubaker argues for the importance of particular
ethnonationalist entrepreneurs and the organizations that surround them in promoting
projects which define certain racial, ethnic, and nationalist categories and then arguing
for the identification of those categories with certain segments of the population.
Brubaker warns us against assuming that the groups these entrepreneurs argue for on the
basis of these categories actually exist in any analytically meaningful way, pointing out
that such ethnopolitical projects are efforts to create what he calls “groupism,” or the
social actuality of groups defined in these particular categorical terms, and that such
efforts very frequently fail. Brubaker describes the cognitive categories of race, ethnicity,
and nation as “perspectives on the world rather than entities in the world” (Brubaker
2004, 4). His theoretical approach shows not only the ways in which these categories are
overlapping and often distinguished only by means of differing “interpretive frames”
(Brubaker 2004, 16), but also that these frames and categories are combined to form
projects (much like Omi and Winant’s racial projects) by ethnonationalist entrepreneurs.
The Folkish Heathen movement (largely but not entirely coterminous with what
Mattias Gardell has termed “ethnic” Ásatrú (Gardell 2003, 258-83)) is clearly an example
of such a project. Through Stephen McNallen’s theory of Metagenetics, “race” is
understood to be synonymous with inherent spiritualities and particular biologically
inheritable, eternal cultures (McNallen, “Metagenetics”). Examples given of such
supposedly eternal and distinct categories (sometimes called “Folks” rather than “races”)
include: black/African, Jewish/Semitic, Mexican, American Indian, Hindu, etc. The
category of most immediate interest, however, the “Folk” with which the Folkish
15

Heathens themselves identify, is substantially more ambiguous. Though referred to as of
ultimate importance, as eternal, immutable, and absolutely distinct from other Folk, this
“groupist” identification is seldom, if ever, clearly defined except through examples of
who is excluded.
One of the clearer definitions is that used by Stephen McNallen, who defines
Ásatrú as the indigenous religion of the Northern European Folk (which he often
abbreviates to “Northfolk”). McNallen (the now-former leader of the Asatru Folk
Assembly, and frequently described as the founder of U.S. Ásatrú) also argues that
Germanic and Celtic populations are both part of this same Northfolk, sharing a common
spiritual, cultural, and biological heritage marked by only superficial differences
(McNallen, “Celts and Germans”). In seeming contrast, Stephen M. Borthwick argues, in
the inaugural issue of the Journal of Contemporary Heathen Thought, that Ásatrú is “the
spirituality native to Germanic folk, and no one else” (Borthwick, 37), and differentiates
between “German,” “French,” and “English” as inescapable differences (Borthwick, 38).
I suspect, however, that both Borthwick and McNallen would agree in judging the
acceptability of a new convert based on the criteria Mattias Gardell attributes to Vallgard
Murray, head of the Asatru Alliance: the applicant “needs to look like a white man”
(Gardell 2003, 272).
The truth of the matter seems to be that the “Folk” of Folkish Heathenry is “white
folk.” Interestingly though, unlike in Gardell’s interview with Murray, most Folkish
authors seem to cautiously avoid using the word “white.” Very occasionally someone will
slip and refer to “the Folk” as “white,” but most often they will be called “Nordic,”
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“Germanic,” “Northern European,” “European,” “Indo-European,” “Northfolk,” or
(perhaps most often) simply “The Folk.” The fact that “The Folk” seems to be largely
synonymous with “white” would appear to be a point of embarrassment for Folkish
writers, or at least one which they are aware will bring them more criticism than support
in public discourse.2 My suspicion is that, for some reason, Vallgard Murray did not
really think that Gardell would publish that quote.
Similarly, the term “race” seems to be at least somewhat suspect. Most articles
and books by Folkish authors will use the word, but there is usually an attempt to
minimize its apparent centrality or impact. Rather than referring to race, particularly early
in a work, authors will emphasize categories like ethnicity, heritage, ancestry, culture,
people, or (of course) folk. It is generally emphasized, however, that these categories are
really all the same thing. As Borthwick puts it, “Each Folk, Race, People, Nation,
Ethnicity, and Culture is distinct and exclusive from every other one. This is a mere fact;
not a deep philosophical quandary or amazing statement” (Borthwick, 38).
Through the Folkish logic that McNallen systematized as metagenetics, race—as
biological/phenotypical distinction—and ethnicity—as cultural or learned distinction—
have been actively merged into the same concept: The Folk. The usual Folkish project,
simply stated is that whiteness is a culture and spirituality that is biologically (or more
technically, meta-genetically) inherited. If you are white, you should be a Heathen. If you
are not white, you should go do something else.

2

Not that this apparent embarrassment is disappearing since the candidacy and then election of Donald
Trump as president of the United States. Direct and unabashed promotions of white racial nationalism
have been dramatically increasing as I edit and revise this work.
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The connection in Folkish thought between ethnicity and race is obvious.
Whiteness, however, is to some degree denied. There is an attempt to evade whiteness.
Whether this is simply rhetorical and ingenuine, or if it is intended entirely sincerely is
something which probably varies from case to case (perhaps even within the same
individual) and is incredibly hard (if not impossible) to determine. I wish to consider both
possibilities, since both are most likely the case.
Distraction from a deliberate discourse on whiteness?
Howard Winant argues that attempts to focus on ethnicity rather than race amount
“in practice to a denial of the significance of race in American life” (Winant, 1994, 46-7);
in effect allowing essentialist racial projects to disguise themselves as pluralist
multicultural activities. In the case of Folkish Heathenry, which can legitimately be said
to be pluralist and multiculturalist (in a separatist manner), the focus on ethnicity and
culture gives Folkish ideologues a greater (though still limited) ability to enter the public
discourse, in which there is a great deal of concern and worry about the problems of
racial division, while they attempt to reify and shore up those very racial divisions.
Focusing on ethnicity rather than race increases the potential audience for the Folkish
message. Emphasizing whiteness would undermine the “ethnicity” project and
immediately turn away many potential converts, but “race” has to be mentioned at least a
little in order to effectively link race and ethnicity into the concept of “Folk.”
(Failed) attempt to escape race/whiteness?
On the other hand, being less cynical for a moment, it is also very possible that
these Folkish authors, as well as many of their followers, sincerely believe that the
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Folkish understanding of Heathenry as an “ethnic” religion escapes and avoids the social
and ethical problems of race and racism. Borthwick argues that racial supremacist
movements derive their logic of racial hierarchies from Christian conceptions of the
nature of things, and concludes that Heathens cannot be racists because they reject such
Christian thinking (Borthwick, 36 and 39). Puryear emphasizes that one cannot truly
respect people of other “Folk” and interact ethically with them unless one is comfortable
with and respects their own Folk, and thus themselves (Puryear, 99-101).
Rather than deceptive cover-ups for a white supremacist agenda, these passages
(and a great many more like them) should perhaps be seen as sincere and legitimate
efforts to theorize, make sense of, and do something proactive about the very real
challenges of difference in modernity and the “sins” of our Christian imperialist cultural
history. Whiteness has been long directly linked to social, economic, and political power
in the Western world in general, and the U.S. particularly. As critiques of the ethical
abuses of said power have become more common (slavery, genocide of Native
Americans, global colonialism, etc.) the status of whiteness has become more contested
and questionable. The U.S. Civil Rights movement in particular has challenged the
assumption of white “normality” as an unmarked status (see Brekhus 1998 for a
discussion of marked and unmarked). For those who derive a substantial sense of their
own identity and meaning from whiteness, this has been a profound threat; which can
justify (or seem to necessitate) a defensive, perhaps even militant response to defend their
status and position in society.
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Despite academic and political discourses to the contrary, the idea that culture and
biological “race” are inherently linked is still a widespread common-sense notion for a
great many people in American society. “White culture” and “black culture” are
frequently referred to as common-sense categories both in the media and on the street.
For those who do not see Jewish folk as white, “Jewish culture” functions similarly. The
average, non-academic white person is not likely to give much thought to the fact that
there are multiple competing cultures that qualify as “white;” that “black culture” means
something different depending on who you ask or where you are; that conflicting and
actively competing “Jewish cultures” blend heavily and interestingly with contemporary
notions of what it means to be “white;” or that there are a great number of individuals and
communities who blend, contradict, or otherwise do not conveniently fit into these
categories.
This essentialized view of culture/ethnicity is common to U.S. society and thus it
is understandable that this might be taken for granted as natural. This is not an extreme
perspective; rather, it is quite mainstream. These concepts are hegemonically imbued into
our habitus as participants in U.S. society (to mix Gramsci’s and Bourdieu’s terms). Most
of us are likely to think this way when we are not watching ourselves even if we think we
know better. It is just “common sense.” What is unusual about the Folkish articulation is
that it clearly and systematically makes claims that most white people simply take for
granted. These “common sense” yet simultaneously politically (and scientifically)
incorrect ideas about racial and ethnic identities lend ideological support to acts of racial
and political violence. “Whiteness” is easily seen from this perspective as a threatened
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identity in need of defense by extreme and revolutionary action. It is the purpose of this
dissertation to sort out how that ideological support operates.
Race as a primary organizing principle in U.S. society. . .
One of the problems with the Folkish effort to emphasize ethnicity in place of
race, is that race has been one of the primary organizing principles of society throughout
the entire history of the United States (and in the Virginia Colony since the late
seventeenth century). Ethnicity, on the other hand, is a much more recent concept, with
much more ambiguous significance. In the book Ethnic Options, sociologist Mary Waters
argues that “ethnicity” is most often an optional, added-on identity for white people in the
United States. It is not something they have to have, or have to make reference to if they
do. It is a choice they have, and often they have a choice between many ethnicities if they
want one at all. Their meaningful location in society is secured by being white, but
ethnicity can be used to add further meaning or provide other entertainment/activities
(parades, clubs, extra holidays, etc.). Non-whites seldom get a choice in such matters.
Having their identities ascribed to them by others without their own opinion on the
matter. Thus, understanding the role of ethnic identity in their own lives (especially when
“race” and “ethnicity” are conflated as the same thing) can easily mislead white people
about the inescapable significance of racial identification for non-whites. So long as
white racial identity is misunderstood as ethnic identity, racial identification would
appear to be a choice; something you can make an issue of if you like, but that you can
also just as easily ignore as being irrelevant to your daily life. This is very definitely not
the case for people who are categorized in society primarily in terms of race.
21

. . . founded in Christian imperialism and the social domination of the common folk by
rich cultural elites.
The history of white identity in the United States is not what most people assume.
Theodore W. Allen, in the second volume of his The Invention of the White Race, states
that when the first enslaved Africans were brought to the Americas there were not any
white people there. In fact, there were not any white people at all until, in the aftermath of
Bacon’s Rebellion, the colonial legislature of Virginia began using the terms “white” and
“black” to divide the servant classes who had nearly overthrown the colonial government,
by explicitly giving different legal treatments based on “race” to those who had so clearly
been working in solidarity only a short time before (Allen 1997). The “whites” were
granted legal privilege over the “blacks,” who were now relegated to lifelong, inherited
chattel slavery rather than the limited term indentured servitude which had previously
been common to both. Prior to this time, the nearest equivalent distinction to the now
familiar and taken for granted black/white binary was that between “Christians” and
“heathens.” Other terms than “heathen” were used to make this distinction as well, but I
chose to emphasize it because, in the context of this paper, it is highly ironic. The
“heathens,” of course, were not the ones who became “white.” The “heathens” of this
period were the African slaves and Native Americans, non-Christians by and large,
contrasted with the “Christians” that would soon become known as “white.” “Heathen” in
this context was a term imposed by those in power upon those who were not, as a
rationale and justification for their continued exploitation.
Borthwick’s argument that Heathenry cannot be racist because it is not Christian
fails to acknowledge that after more than a millennium of indoctrination and cultural
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domination by Christian thought and ways of understanding the world, we have all
internalized much of the Christian understanding of the nature of things. Folkishness is
no exception. The understanding of “race” as a category, especially “the white race,”
which is foundational to Folkish self-understandings, is itself based in Christian thought.
The Völkisch movement and ideologies developed in a thoroughly Christianized context,
and it depends on Christian ideas for its basic logics (Fredrickson 2002).
Whiteness has, throughout the years of this American national experiment,
changed its boundaries and definitions many times; and it continues to do so. The Folkish
racial project seeks to deny and/or combat this observable mutability in racial
identifications by defending older, more “traditional,” boundaries of whiteness. In
contrasting the racial/Folk category of Heathenry/Ásatrú with the Jewish/Semitic origins
of Christianity (such as Borthwick, 38) for example, some Folkish authors pursue a racial
project that appears to appeal to eighteenth century discourses of “race” as essentialized
species and to the widespread vilification of Jews as global villains bent on world
domination. This is in marked contrast to the fact that Jewish people are now widely
considered “white” by mainstream American culture (see Brodkin); though this may be
changing again, with increasing anti-Semitism evident since the 2016 elections.
The continued and often unintentional conflation of Heathenry with whiteness
ensures that it supports the status quo of racial structures in U.S. society, designed by the
Virginia Colony legislature to legally distinguish between privileged whites and
subjugated blacks. The pre-Christian “heathens” of northern Europe (a.k.a. “the Elder
Heathen) were not white. Clinging to whiteness as a mark of identity and pride, frankly
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seems more likely to promote the cultural power and dominance of the white AngloSaxon Protestants (WASPs) who already culturally and economically dominate U.S.
society. It is worth noting here that Protestants are Christians… not Heathens. The tactic
that wealthy Christians used in their deployment of the category of race to divide and
conquer is still at work.
Heathens who wish to avoid this cognitive slippage into “race” thinking (which is
admittedly not all Heathens) must therefore more actively and consciously articulate what
they mean by “ethnicity,” “folk,” “ancestry,” “cultural heritage,” or the like; paying
attention to the constructed nature of race/ethnicity in the context of a history of power
relations. If Heathenry is going to continue to involve some sort of “ethnic” identification
(which I suspect it will, and perhaps even should), and if Heathens wish to avoid reifying
and supporting the structures of white supremacy (which I know not all will), then
perhaps we should make a concerted effort, not to avoid talking about whiteness, but
rather to construct for ourselves a Heathen “ethnicity” somehow separate from whiteness.
I am not suggesting this will be easy, but a Heathen view of the world should, if nothing
else, prepare us to accept the challenge. The pre-Christian “Heathens” of northern Europe
were not white; perhaps that means we contemporary Heathens should not be either. This
will be explained/unpacked much more in the following chapters.
Though they are sometimes difficult to differentiate at first glance, there are big
differences between projects of identification that understand the meaningful
identification to come from some biologically inherited sense of race, and those which
understand identification to be derived from cultural/ethnic social categories.
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Complicating this further, the two approaches, despite their differences, also frequently
overlap. In the first case, that of racial identification, the simple biological fact of being
born places you unalterably in a category. Racial categorization is based on observed
biological differences. According to racial logic, if you were born white… you are white.
If you were born black… you are black. If you were born Asian… you are Asian. No
amount of learning, socialization, understanding, etc., can change that fact. In the second
case (that of ethnicity rather than race) cultural/ethnic identification, it is not the simple
act of being born, but rather the community into which one is raised and socialized that
matters. This is often the community into which one is born, but ethnicity does not
depend on racial or biological logic, and is very capable of contradicting it.
Michael Omi and Howard Winant define racial formation as “the sociohistorical
process by which racial identities are created, lived out, transformed, and destroyed”
(Omi and Winant 2015, 109). This competitive formation happens by means of racial
projects, efforts by groups or individuals to promote and actualize particular ideas of
what race, or particular races, mean and to define/explain social interaction and the
distribution of resources accordingly (Omi and Winant 2015, 109). The usefulness here of
Racial Formation theory lies in the fact that Heathens, particularly of the Folkish variety,
but quite possibly the Universalists as well, seem to be very heavily engaged in racial
projects. In fact, Heathenry, to a substantial degree, seems to be a racial project seeking to
provide a meaningful and grounded identity for at least some portion of the white
population which has felt they are left without such identity in the aftermath of the Civil
Rights movement.
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Wallace and Revitalization
Heathenry is a good example of what Anthony C. Wallace called a revitalization
movement. This response is based on a perceived threat to one’s status, a perception of
relative deprivation leading to stress within what Wallace described as a social
“organism.” Wallace described a revitalization movement as “a deliberate, organized,
conscious effort by members of a society to construct a more satisfying culture” (Wallace
1956, 265). He identified a series of eleven “processual steps” and sub-steps through
which such movements pass: from the initial stresses which undermine the mazeway of a
previously functional culture and motivate a “prophet” to seek active change, through the
(hopeful) re-establishment of a new functional mazeway resulting from the revitalization
efforts.
Wallace defines a “mazeway” as:
[A] model of the cell-body-personality-nature-culturesociety system or field, organized by the individual’s own
experience, it includes perceptions of both the maze of
physical objects of the environment (internal and external,
human and nonhuman) and also the ways in which this
maze can be manipulated by the self and others in order to
minimize stress. The mazeway is nature, society, culture,
personality, and body image, as seen by one person.
(Wallace 1956, 266)
This cognitive model or framework, when functioning properly, should minimize
the stresses of life and provide individuals with the tools, models, and frameworks to
function effectively in their home cultures. The problem that motivated Wallace’s work is
that cultures are not static or stable; they change over time, especially in interaction with
other cultures and ideas. These changes may be gradual and somewhat subtle, or they
may be sudden and dramatic. They may be largely self-adopted, or they may be imposed
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from the outside by more powerful cultures or cultural forces. If these cultural
transformations result in sufficient dysfunction (and therefore stress) for enough people,
they may result in a revitalization movement, whereby a “prophet” is inspired with a new
mazeway, a “fix,” that they believe will resolve the stresses and make their culture
functional once more. Revitalization, he said, was “[t]he effort to work a change in the
mazeway and the ‘real’ system together so as to permit more effective stress reduction”
(ibid, 267).
Wallace came to this model through his investigation of the Longhouse
Movement among the Iroquois of Pennsylvania, which was created by the prophet
Handsome Lake around the turn of the nineteenth century (Wallace 1972, vii). He found
that the model occurred elsewhere however, and after comparisons with numerous
contemporary and historical movements, concluded that the revitalization model
appeared to be a universally occurring phenomenon, and that it was responsible for most,
if not all, religions and a great many movements of other sorts as well (Wallace 1956,
268).
Handsome Lake was a traditional Iroquois holy man whose entire way of life and
framework for living in the world was destroyed by the coming of European Christian
soldiers, frontiersmen, and missionaries. He watched helplessly as his mazeway went
from functional and reliable to effectively useless within a relatively few short years. His
world died around him and was replaced with a new one, where the traditional ways of
coping, the traditional forms of living, family structures, relationship models, and
religious/spiritual practices became dysfunctional, and often unacceptable to the new
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powers that were. Like many of his fellows, Handsome Lake descended into depression,
despondency, and alcoholism (Wallace 1972).
When he came back out of this state (which many, of course, never did) he did so
with a new vision, a new inspiration for a set of practices, social structure, morality, and
lifestyle which he began to promote and distribute as a means to save his desperate
people from what appeared to be certain and absolute destruction. He presented, through
a number of years of experimentation and adaptation, what came to be known as the
Longhouse Movement: a religious and cultural framework which combined elements of
previous Iroquois practice with elements of Christian religion and European cultural
norms. His movement provided his fellow Iroquois with a viable alternative to either
drinking themselves to death or converting wholesale to Christianity and trying their best
to (impossibly) become “white.” As the Longhouse Movement spread and gained
adherents, it offered a way to remain Iroquois; to regain a sense of pride and value in who
they were, that was sufficiently compatible with the demands of the Christian conquerors
to provide functional assistance to living a once-more meaningful life (Wallace, 1972).
Wallace observed in this story a pattern that he has then seen throughout history
and around the world.
The Processual Structure:
I.
II.
III.
IV.

“Steady State”
“The Period of Increased Individual Stress”
“The Period of Cultural Distortion”
“The Period of Revitalization”
1. “Mazeway reformulation”
2. “Communication”
3. “Organization”
4. “Adaptation”
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5. “Cultural Transformation”
6. “Routinization”
V.
“The New Steady State”
(Wallace 1956, 268-75)
Wallace points out that there is room for a great deal of variation within this broad
outline. He points out that “subclasses” of revitalization movements previously studied
under other terms include: “Nativistic movements,” “Revivalistic movements,” “Cargo
cults,” “Vitalistic movements,” and “Messianic movements” (Wallace 1956, 267). He
identifies several “dimensions of variation” along which revitalization movements may
significantly vary. The “Choice of Identification” involves the difference between
choosing to “revive a traditional culture,” “import a foreign cultural system,” or create an
entirely new “Utopia” (ibid, 275). He emphasizes, however, that such choices are ideal
emphasis, and that in practice most movements will be a mixture of the three (ibid, 267).
“The Choice of Secular and Religious Means” involves the question of whether or not the
movement calls upon or depends upon “supernatural beings” (ibid, 277). The dimensions
of “Nativism” regards the degree to which the revitalization project seeks to “expel the
persons or customs of foreign invaders or overlords.” The dimension of “Success and
Failure” involves the question of how far a movement is able to progress through the
steps of the processual structure; which depends greatly on both the “realism” of the
proposed mazeway/social project and the degree of opposition the movement receives
from outside forces.
Heathenry as Revitalization Movement
Much like Handsome Lake’s Longhouse Movement, Heathenry is both “nativist,”
emphasizing a particular cultural heritage and trying to preserve it or purify it from
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various outside influences, as well as “revivalist,” seeking to return to / recreate an ideal
cultural golden age long ago left behind by the dominant culture. However, Heathenry is
often much more “nativist” than the Longhouse Movement. Handsome Lake was obvious
and direct in his incorporation of Christian elements and heavily constrained in his need
to cooperate with and support the Christian invaders. Heathens are much more often
oppositional and separatist in their orientations. Likewise, there are substantial
differences between the “revivalist” projects of contemporary Heathens and Handsome
Lake. Most notably, Handsome Lake was revitalizing a culture and community in which
he was raised and had lived a substantial portion of his life, while Heathens profess to be
reviving a way of life abandoned by their ancestors a thousand years or more in the past.
This later discrepancy, in particular, has led me to ask: what exactly is it that is being
revitalized? Is it a pre-Christian religious worldview of northern Europe or a
revitalization of a much more recent conception of white America?
Methodology
I will be looking critically at Heathen projects to identify Heathenry as an “ethnic
religion,” and the problematic interactions between “ethnicity” and “race.” I will analyze
these discourses for indications of how Heathens locate themselves in relation to their
conceptions of race, ethnicity, and religious identity. Whether through reaffirmations of
traditional modes of whiteness (a.k.a. white supremacy), insistence on more politically
correct notions of colorblindness, or the pursuit of discursively constructed indigenous
identities, many contemporary Heathens strive to make sense of what it means to be
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white in a post-Civil-Rights era. Through my work, I wish to gain a better understanding
of this process.
By investigating these various Heathen discourses, I attempt to shed light on the
processes by which Heathens come to understand who they are and their place in society.
The specter of white supremacy compels me to understand these sense-making
mechanisms, in the hope of contributing to a more functional community, and a more
functional world.
Layout of Structure
Chapter Two will discuss contemporary Heathenry as a current phenomenon. It
will include an overview of ritual practices, deities, and other elements of the
contemporary beliefs and worldviews of Heathens. Special attention will be paid to the
conflicts and controversies within Heathenry surrounding race and ethnicity. I will argue
here that Heathenry is a field of negotiation and contestation of meaning, for racial and
ethnic identification as well as more conventionally “religious” issues. Chapter Three, the
literature review, will look at the ways scholars of Heathenry have located and
understood it, especially the presentations of the movement’s history and the analytical
subdivisions it is broken into in regards to racial issues. The differing approaches (and
motivations) of “insiders” and “outsiders,” as well as the in-between category of Pagan
scholars studying Heathenry, will be investigated. This investigation reveals both the
concern of outside scholars with racism in Heathenry, as well as the concern of insiders to
evade or escape the issue; as well as the pervasive inclination to deny or evade the
historical development of Heathenry.
31

The following chapter, Chapter Four, will investigate the history of contemporary
Heathenry. The vast majority of the scholarship on Heathenry misrepresents Heathenry as
a purely contemporary movement originating in the 1970s, simultaneously and
independently originated in multiple countries around the world (by implication, through
some sort of divine intervention). I will demonstrate that Heathenry is not entirely new.
Rather than a new movement starting in the 1970s, Heathenry is shown to have a much
longer, much more sordid history. The 1970s’ revival is revealed as an
adaptation/modification (revitalization) of a movement that has existed since at least the
beginning of the nineteenth century; a movement which has retained much of its older
emphasis on and concerns about racial nationalism under the cover of postmodern
elements from more contemporary Paganisms.
Chapter Five will lay out the theoretical grounds for the following chapters,
discussing Bourdieu’s “theory of practice,” and the concepts of categories of
identification, and projects of identification; particularly Omi and Winant’s racial
projects, and Brubaker’s ethnic projects. This chapter will also locate my work in the
context of the sociology of religion, as a cultural, practice/narrative-based approach to
social life.
Chapter Six is an investigation of contemporary Heathen discourses by means of a
qualitative content analysis of eight Heathen blogs over a period of slightly more than
two years. The blogs are analyzed with a focus on their approaches to the topics of
revitalization and racial and ethnic identification to allow an investigation of actual
discourses/narratives by contemporary Heathens.
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Chapter Seven returns to the subject of Heathenry in the United States as an
example of a revitalization movement. This movement fits the model very well, and the
revitalization model is helpful in making sense of much of Heathen development. I will
start by addressing a number of criticisms, updates, and additions to Wallace’s model, in
order to show that it is still useful (with some tweaks) for understanding social
movements. I will show how many of the critiques of Revitalization can be
overcome/corrected by combination with more recent cultural and practice-based
approaches. I will then use the (updated/corrected) revitalization model to attempt to
articulate the complex, multiple, and overlapping natures of contemporary Heathenry in
the United States as an appeal to a romantic, ancient past being used to combat a sense of
loss of status and privilege by white Americans who cannot understand why the “normal”
status of their parents’ or grandparents’ generations has somehow become a contested and
frequently vilified one. Combined with the evasion of history and ambiguous language
about racial categories discussed in the preceding chapters, this leads to a concluding
discussion of the role of Heathenry in contemporary identity discourses and politics.
Autoethnographic Note
My approach to these issues is strongly influenced by the fact that I am, myself, a
practicing Heathen. I have practiced Heathenry for over twenty years now, and I
investigate Heathen racial and ethnic discourses as someone who is shaped by and
participates in them. I also approach the topic, however, as a social theorist who works
with social scientific and critical theories that are seen as either irrelevant or dangerous
by many Heathen thinkers. This dissertation is aimed at the academic audience, but I can
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be sure that it will be read by fellow Heathens as well. I hope that I successfully navigate
and negotiate here these sometimes-conflicting identifications.
It is uncomfortable for a great many Heathens, myself among them, to admit that
we are participating in a movement that reifies a white racial identity. Many, if not most,
of those in the Universalist camp will insist that their religious beliefs and practices have
nothing to do with race. They are likely to insist that race is an outdated category, which
should have no bearing on personal relationships, including those with divine beings.
Thus race should have no relationship to religious identity or participation. In that the
Folkish emphasize the term “ethnicity” in their articulation of their position, some
Universalists want to deny that their religious practices have anything to do with
ethnicity. I am not entirely confident they are correct in that assertion.
In the course of my own soul searching over the relationship of racial and ethnic
identities to Heathen religious identity, I have come to the conclusion that part of what
appeals to me about Heathenry is that through it I can create and perform a narrative of
indigenous European identity. This is not a simple thing, and I am not at all comfortable
with some of the implications, or with the history of the use of “indigenousness” to
articulate white identities. Not least of my concerns here is the use to which this identity
project has been (and continues to be) put in sidestepping responsibility for, if not
justifying, the genocide and other atrocities committed against Native Americans and
other indigenous peoples around the world. I am a white man. I have been socialized that
way both in my own self-understanding, and in the understandings of others; and as much
as I would like to, it is naïve and irresponsible to think I can easily escape that ascribed
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identity. My ancestors for many generations (for as far back as my family has been
traced) have been Christians. Some have been slaveholders. There is nothing obvious or
given about my relationship to any mythic, indigenous, European identities.
This desire to gain an indigenous ethnic identity is far from unique to me. Many
fellow Heathens with which I have spoken about the topic seem to share at least some
degree of this indigenous desire. For some it is quite prominent. It is clearly present in
much of the discourse of Folkish Heathens, and may be one of the threads that tie the
various stands of Heathenry together into the common body that (despite their
disagreements and bitter fighting) they still seem to be.
As an “insider” to the movement, I am much more involved than even a
“participant observer.” I cannot claim complete objectivity or deny that I have biases and
emotional, social, and political commitments regarding the subjects being discussed and
analyzed. I strive toward a critical questioning of my own assumptions and taken-forgranted truths to the degree I am able, but my biases will undoubtedly show through and
influence the work done here. Therefore, I do not wish to hide my own involvement or
bias, but rather acknowledge and make use of it. Periodic references to my own
experiences throughout the dissertation (such as the anecdote opening the next chapter)
should be understood both as efforts to paint a more vivid, on-the-ground picture for
readers, as well as an acknowledgement of my own social location and the perspective
from which I am approaching the material.
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Postscript on Recent Developments
The bulk of analysis for this dissertation was already done when the Asatru Folk
Assembly’s new leadership made a post on Facebook celebrating gender essentialism and
“white babies.” The post sent Heathen communities into an uproar. Combined with the
escalating tensions and discourse over race due to questions about police brutality and the
killing of black suspects raised by the Black Lives Matter movement, social media
outrage over a football player refusing to stand for the national anthem in protest,
increased killings of black people by angry white men, and the angry racialized rhetoric
of presidential candidate (and then president) Donald Trump, this post has led to more
and more Heathen individuals and organizations taking a stronger, less subtle and
euphemistic stand on racial identity politics.
This development is outside the range of my analysis of Heathen blogs in Chapter
Six, and will not be analyzed in the body of the dissertation. My focus here is on the
discourse, scholarship, and history of the movement(s) before these most recent
developments brought so many of the issues I am discussing to a dramatic head. The
more recent developments, and the more pronounced positions they have led Heathens to
take, will be discussed in the conclusion of this document.
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Chapter 2: What is Heathenry?
In an old farmhouse on a bluff overlooking the Missouri River, at least twenty
Heathens (probably more) had gathered in the living room for a sumble. The occasion
was a midsummer festival hosted by an Anglo-Saxon Heathen (ASH) organization I was
a member of. For the last gathering I had brought my brother to camp for a weekend and
participate in games, celebration, and religious activities. He had a good time, but did not
show any interest in participating any further in Heathenry. This time I brought another
friend, a fellow religious studies graduate student who had shown an interest in my
Heathen thought and practice.
The room was overcrowded and warm. More people than could sit in a circle; we
had to sit in multiple layers. It was a cloudy dreary day outside, but the interior was well
lit. It was someone’s home that was also used as a Pagan retreat / festival center. (My
Heathen wedding had been performed on one of the nearby bluffs a few years
previously.)
The drinking horn (a horn from the head of a bull) was filled with mead
(fermented honey) by one of the women present and passed to one of the leaders of the
community, who raised it over his head and waited for quiet to fall across the room. He
began the first round of toasts, dedicated to gods and/or goddesses, with a toast to the AllFather Woden (the Anglo-Saxon name for the god most Heathens call Odin). He then
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passed the horn to the person to his left, who toasted the mother of gods Frigga. As the
horn was passed people toasted various gods and goddesses, most frequently Woden,
Thunor (Thor), Frey, or Freyja, but other gods and goddesses were toasted as well;
including some more obscure goddesses like Saga or Zisa.
When the horn came to me I raised it and said: “Hail Thunor, thrower of thunder,
sole slayer of the Serpent.” Someone in the packed room muttered “wow… say that ten
times fast!” which elicited a wave of chuckles. I said, “I have,” with a smile, as I passed
the horn to the next person in line.
The second round of toasts was devoted to ancestors or heroes (“someone dead,”
as I always explain to people new to the ritual). As the horn passed around the room we
heard often emotional stories of grandparents, parents, and old legendary heroes from the
Norse sagas or the Eddas. I toasted my youngest brother, who died in infancy, but whom
my Catholic family had made sure was a part of the family even though most of us had
never even met him.
The third round was to the living, people who were still around, and the subjects
and tones of the toasts varied dramatically. Some toasted their parents or friends, people
who continued to serve as inspirations or support. Others toasted mentors or community
leaders. I toasted one of my professors, someone who inspired me and motivated me to
do the work I was then only just starting to do.
Among ASH (Anglo-Saxon Heathens), sumbles would usually then progress to
“open rounds” where toasts might revisit the themes of previous rounds or involve oaths,
boasts, singing of songs, or telling of jokes, among other options. On this occasion
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though, with the uncomfortably crowded context, one of the leaders declared the sumble
completed and dismissed the participants, who slowly began to mingle and/or filter out of
the old house.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many white people in one room before,” my
graduate student friend said to me as we walked through the unlit hallway toward the
kitchen and the foyer / front door of the old farmhouse.
I was completely taken aback.
Maybe it was just because my huge Catholic family often gathered in much the
same sort of ridiculously over-filled farmhouse living rooms, but it seemed to me that
such gatherings of exclusively white people were common. It also struck me because
there was a black man among those gathered.
What did she mean by that?
“Gatherings of white people are hardly that uncommon,” I said in return.
After a pause to think, she said “Maybe I’m just not used to seeing that many
blond haired, blue eyed people in one place like that. It’s a little striking.”
I thought long and hard before responding.
It was a difficult, painful, struggling thought. By the time I was ready to speak
again, we had left the others behind and were walking downhill toward the river through
one of the nearby fields. We were not going anywhere in particular, just walking to get
distance between us and the rest of those in attendance.
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“Of course there are going to be a lot of white people at a gathering like this.
We’re trying to reconstruct, reclaim something that is inevitably associated with white
people,” I said, struggling to make sense of what I was saying even as I said it.
“Why does it have to be about white people?” she said, giving me a funny look.
“Well… I don’t think it really does… but can we deny that the elder Heathen, the
inhabitants of pre-Christian northern Europe, were largely, if not entirely white?”
“Why does that make any difference,” she pushed.
I frowned. I did not know what to say.
It was the other kind of Heathens, the Folkish, the kind I was not, that we were
not, that cared so much about race. Why was I feeling so touchy, so defensive about this?
We were the good guys!
I changed the subject.
I started talking about why this group was so much better than the ones that
structured themselves in terms of archaic governmental titles. How these other groups
were, to my mind, confusing fantasy role-playing with reality…
____________
Reconstructed Germanic neopaganism, more commonly known as “Heathenry,” is
a movement that seeks to reclaim or revive certain elements of pre-Christian northern
European beliefs, practices, and culture. Within Heathenry there is a great deal of
variation regarding (and argumentation over) how much of the past culture and practices
are desirable to reclaim, and how such reclamations are to be enacted in the
contemporary world. Most, though not all, Heathens conform to a few general beliefs and
40

practices that tend to differentiate them from other religious movements and
communities.
Heathenry functions (in part) as a social “field” (in Bourdieu’s sense) for the
negotiation of a simultaneously 1) religious, 2) ethnic, and 3) racial “identity.” Thus the
field of Heathenry can be seen as the arena of contestation for various projects of
identification. Heathen identity projects therefore must locate themselves in relation to all
three categories of identification, either implicitly or explicitly. Heathen projects of
religious identification are usually explicit. Open rejection and criticism of Christianity
and Wicca (the two primary religious identifications from which Heathens differentiate
themselves) are common in Heathen discourse, and rarely a source of disagreement or
conflict. Ethnic projects are frequently explicit as well, especially among Folkish
Heathens, though some are more subtle and hesitant; and many verge to one degree or
another into more “racial” than “ethnic” logic. Racial projects are usually more
euphemistic and subtle in their expression (often presented as “ethnic” projects),
frequently relying on unexpressed “readings” of ambiguous words or sometimes even
deliberately coded messages.
The most recent wave of Heathen revitalization took place mostly in countries
which speak Germanic languages (including England, the United States, Australia, and
Iceland) in the early 1970s (see Chapter Four for a much more thorough look at this
history). Most of these “revivals” initially depended on using rituals and theological
constructs drawn from Wicca (the most available example at the time for what a
European paganism might look like); but many (most?) have gone on since to seek for
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more “authentic” ritual, theological, and cosmological understandings through ongoing
study of archaeology, literature, and mythology. Though people of a wide variety of racial
and ethnic backgrounds are represented within Heathenry, it is predominantly a
phenomenon of white people of some variety of northern European heritages (though
perhaps as much from Celtic and Slavic language regions as Germanic). Heathens have,
to some degree and in some sense, revived the worship of the old gods and goddesses of
the Germanic populations and the celebration of their old holidays. They frequently study
old languages and pour through books of folklore, mythology, and archaeology for
materials and insights in their efforts to bring back into the light of living tradition
cultural beliefs and practices destroyed by the expansion of Christianity.
Definition and Characteristics
Jenny Blain has developed a nine-point list to describe the nature of Heathen
discursive identification. Most of her works on Heathenry include a version of the list,
which has received only very minor edits and modifications over the course of the years.
I am including here, before getting into a discussion of her writings in Chapter Three (the
literature review), one of the more recent versions of that list:
Heathens relate to this cosmology in numerous ways
including seidr (community shamanistic practice)3, runeuse, and formal (non-ecstatic) ritual. The main rituals of
Heathenry are blót (an offering ritual, which may be simple
or elaborate) and sumbl (a ritual involving toasting and
honoring people, goddesses, gods or other beings, which
may involve poetry or storytelling). Heathens speak about
3

The order of presentation here misleadingly frames seiðr as a major, core component of Heathenry.
While some Heathen groups practice seiðr rituals, many other Heathens dismiss the practice as “woo
woo,” a derisive slur for the sort of “magical” practices that many Heathens associate with Wicca and
other closely related Paganisms.

42

their religion and their relationships with gods, goddesses
and wights in ways distinct from prevailing neo-pagan or
Christian discourses. The following public narratives are
indexed in the discourse of practitioners:4
1) References to myths and stories of the Aesir and Vanir
(e.g., to explain characteristics or personalities of the gods).
Followers of Ásatrú index specific pieces of what is
referred to as “the lore.” Knowledge of this material forms
a backdrop to ritual and discussion. Many Heathens
consider that people do experience the deities in their own
ways, and personal revelations (point 4), which have
become known within several communities as Unusual
Personal Gnoses (UPGs), are to be checked against “the
lore.”
2) A concept of polytheism (as distinct from monotheism or
duotheism). Deities are spoken of as real entities, separate
and distinct, with rounded personalities and different from,
for instance, Celtic or Greek or Native American beings or
deities. Wights are similar but usually restricted to smaller
areas, for instance associated with particular houses, trees,
or stones.5
3) A sense of specificity of cultural practice. Blót and
Sumbel, the ritual forms of Ásatrú, are spoken of as distinct
in kind from, for example, a Wiccan circle. Again, they are
drawn from “the lore.”
4) The possibility of direct communication with these
deities or wights, to speak with them and gain various
forms of knowledge. In speaking with Heathen
practitioners and theologians, this narrative of
communication appears as an explanation of how they
“know” about their deities and why these deities appear so
“real” to them. Direct communication is a means of
achieving personal gnosis (UPG).

4

It is notable how little reference there is here to Ancestry, Heritage, Our people, etc. For many (perhaps
even most) these are, in fact, the driving force of Heathenry.

5

This last bit is important as a distinguishing characteristic from Wicca and other contemporary Wiccanderived Pagan religions.
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5) The manipulation of consciousness or “reality” by
deities and wights, or through magic inspired by them or in
association with them: including galdr (chanted magic),
runic magic, and spae-working or seidr. Not all Heathens
practice seidr or attend sessions. More, probably the
majority, engage in rune-divination (casting runes to gain a
sense of their wyrd) or rune-magic (often making talismans
including several carved runes, to effect some form of
change in the natural or social worlds), often including
galdr. However not all practitioners of Ásatrú engage in the
performance of magic.
6) A sense that spirituality is not separate from everyday
life, but informs it. Many Heathens place a high value on
skills of daily living known from “lore,” archeology or later
folk-practices – woodcraft, fiber-crafts, smith-crafts,
brewing, etc.
7) A sense of individual merit and responsibility, combined
with community worth. Some Heathens list “Nine Noble
Virtues,” moral values or strictures; others talk about
individual responsibility and “being true” in more general
terms: people have a choice in what they do on a daily
basis, and need to accept responsibility for their choice.
This includes responsibility to local (Earth, plant, tree or
animal) nature-spirits for their actions.
8) An elaborate concept of “soul” and “self,” which is
currently being explored by some Heathen researchers,
particularly workers of seidr – with reference, once again,
to “the lore.” With this goes a concept of personal or family
fate or ørlög, and overall Wyrd, which people, and the
Norns, weave.
9) The Elder Kin (deities) and other wights also are subject
to the workings of Wyrd.
Therefore, Heathens see themselves, along with other
beings, as bound up with the Wyrd of the worlds. This has a
bearing on Heathen concepts of “nature.” (Blain 2006b, 12)
This list is an attempt to encapsulate many of the characteristics, beliefs, and behaviors
that make Heathens Heathen. However, it over-emphasizes the role of seidr (a neo44

shamanistic technique practiced by some Heathens), which is of great personal
importance to Blain, and under-emphasizes the role of race, ethnicity, and heritage
(which is of great importance to many other Heathens; of primary importance for some of
them). These issues will all be discussed further in the discussion of Blain in Chapter
Three.
Heathenry is a polytheistic, reconstructionist, neopagan religion. The movement is
highly diverse, but centers around the worship of a particular set of gods and goddesses
by means of the rituals of blót and sumble. Heathens have traditionally been divided into
Folkish and “Universalist” camps, which differ, sometimes very antagonistically, over the
relationship of Heathen identity with particular racial or ethnic identities. However,
practitioners in both camps make use of Heathenry to construct ethnic, and sometimes
racial, identities in an era where such identities can be hard to come by. Heathenry
provides a non-Christian venue for contests over the meaning and nature of whiteness, a
social field of debate and negotiation where traditional understandings can be challenged
outright and turned on their ears, or in which the same concepts can be reified and
celebrated.
Heathenry is a modern reconstructed religion based upon literary and
archeological resources relating to the pre-Christian periods of England, Germany,
Scandinavia, Iceland, and other related populations. Heathens attempt to reconstruct or
revive the culture, religion, worldview, and/or practices of the pre-Christian populations
of northern Europe. Often described as Germanic Reconstructionism, Heathenry is a
highly diverse movement that clusters around a few identifying traits that tend to
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distinguish its practitioners from other communities, traits that are shared by most,
though not all, contemporary Heathens. The primary identifying characteristics are
radical polytheism, “Germanic” cultural particularity, “the Lore,” and the rituals blót and
sumble.
Radical Polytheism
Unlike the monotheism prevalent in the larger U.S. society, or the duo- or
pantheism common in other contemporary pagan religious contexts, Heathens tend
toward a radical polytheism. There are a vast number of gods, goddesses, and other
beings which are just as distinct from one another as human beings are from one another.
The gods and goddesses honored by Heathens are almost exclusively drawn from
northern European, “Germanic” cultures.
An emphasis on polytheism, the worship of multiple gods, goddesses, and spirits,
is perhaps one of the things that most immediately differentiates Heathens from
mainstream American society. The fact that this worship focuses very particularly
(though not always exclusively) on a certain set of gods and goddesses from primarily
Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon sources differentiates Heathens from other related
religious communities as well. The “strong polytheism” practiced by most Heathens is
one of the factors that distinguishes them from most contemporary Pagans (Wiccans in
particular) who tend to view all divine beings as “aspects” of a single (or sometimes dual)
divine force. Heathens generally conceive of gods, goddesses, and spirits as fully
independent and distinct from one another; at least as much so as any two human beings
are distinct. This strict differentiation is one identity marker setting Heathens off as
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distinct from New Age practitioners and other Neopagans who tend to conceive of deity
in a more pantheistic manner (Blain 2006, 245-46).
The emphasis on polytheism is definitely a point of differentiation from the
monotheistic theologies more common in American culture. Some Heathens do
incorporate a degree of pantheistic thinking, though it is frowned upon strongly by many;
monotheistic thinking is much more consistently objected to. An identification as
polytheistic is one of the most distinctive markers of Heathen identity. However,
polytheism alone is not enough to qualify one as Heathen. Heathen identity requires the
respect, veneration, and/or worship of particularly Heathen gods and goddesses.
Cultural Particularity
One of the characteristics which most immediately differentiates Heathenry from
Wicca and other related Paganisms is the Heathen insistence on cultural particularity.
While Pagans are generally happy to eclectically appropriate deities, stories, and rituals
from any and all pre- or non-Christian religions and cultures, Heathens focus particularly
(and usually exclusively) on the deities, stories, and practices of the pre-Christian
northern Europeans. While some Heathens will argue for the inclusion of Celtic, Slavic,
or other cultural sources most Heathens focus only on the Germanic-speaking cultures.
Some even try to focus more specifically than that, narrowing to Anglo-Saxon, Swedish,
or Continental German (for example).
For this reason, Heathens often study old Germanic languages and may adopt
customs and items of dress from either contemporary or archaic Germanic cultures. There
is a great deal of variation among Heathens regarding (and argumentation over) how
47

much of the past culture and practices are desirable to reclaim, and how to go about
reclaiming them in the contemporary world.
The Lore
The primary source of authority in Heathenry is a loosely defined body of texts,
referred to as “the lore,” which records elements of pre-Christian Germanic myth and
tradition. This lore was mostly collected during the late conversion period in northern
Europe and consists of some of the earliest surviving literature from (or in some cases,
about) this area of the world. Among the primary documents are The Poetic Edda, a
collection of old oral poetry; the Prose Edda, a textbook on traditional poetry by Snorri
Sturluson, including examples of traditional myth for the purpose of understanding the
poetic references and imagery; The Gesta Danorum of Saxo Grammaticus; the Germania
of Tacitus, Beowulf, other such early Anglo-Saxon literature, and the collection of
Icelandic Sagas. Inspiration and insights are also drawn from anthropological and
archaeological evidence regarding life, culture, practices, and beliefs of the pre-Christian
Germanic populations.
The emphasis on “the lore” means that, when asked, Ásatrú
folk are able to give accounts of the cosmology, which,
though individual, are recognizably patterned on the shared
mythological basis. In my experience of interviewing, this
does not happen with, for example, Wiccans, who give
accounts that seem to bear little relationship to each other.
(Blain 2006, 250)
Such sources cannot answer all questions of course, and there are inevitably gaps
in the available knowledge. Such gaps have often been filled by practices or ideas from
other traditions, especially Wicca, Hinduism, or Christianity (though such borrowings are
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frequently criticized and often replaced with more “authentic” innovations when
available). In addition, the fact that Heathenry allows for (in many cases even
encourages) direct mystical experiences and personal interaction with gods, goddesses,
and spirits allows for visionary insights to contribute to tradition and practice. However,
being a tradition focusing on “reconstruction,” such visionary insights, while respected,
are given a distinctly secondary value in relation to the lore and archaeological evidence.
Such personal insights are often referred to by Heathens as “UPG” (Unverified Personal
Gnosis).
Blót, Sumble, and other Rituals
The primary rituals observed by Heathens are a communal meal shared amongst
both mortal and divine (based on old sacrificial practices) called blót and a drinking
ceremony called sumble that involves rounds of toasting from a drinking horn (usually
with mead, fermented honey). Though Heathens frequently perform or participate in a
plethora of other ritual activities, these two are the most quintessentially Heathen. Most
Heathens perform both; and if they do not, they will likely be able to explain to you why
not.
Blót is essentially a ritual of communion/ sharing a “meal” with the gods,
ancestors, and spirits. The most basic mainstream version of blót involves the offering of
some sort of prayer or speech by the officiant over a horn of mead, then passing the horn
around the participants to make additional comments/prayers, then pouring the mead into
a blót-bowl, using a tree-branch to sprinkle mead from the bowl on each of the
participants as a blessing (akin to Hindu notions of Prasad), the remaining mead is then
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poured out of the bowl as an offering (often at the base of a tree). Blót is the primary
ritual of worship. It is the reconstruction of the sacrificial offering ritual practiced in preChristian times. There are a great many of variations on this basic theme, ranging from a
simple toast by one person followed by a pouring out of an offering from whatever
drinking vessel is at hand, to much, much more elaborate ceremonies with names like
hussel or faining, involving such additional elements as multiple performers, ritual
drama, full elaborate meals, and the offering of food in addition to drink. Some few
groups do actually perform animal sacrifices, though this is very, very rare (Strmiska
2007).
Sumble also varies in formality and elaboration. The basic, and most common,
format is for a drinking horn full of mead to be passed from person to person around a
room with each person making a toast and drinking after. Whoever has the horn makes a
toast related to the theme of the round. Most Heathens follow a structure of three themed
rounds, starting with a round of toasts to gods or goddesses, and a second round to
ancestors or heroes. The third round is either an open round, meaning that the toast could
be about anything, or another themed round (to living people, for example). Many stop
after the third round, others continue with open rounds until the supply of mead is
exhausted or the host determines that the sumble is verging on degrading into a general
party atmosphere. Sumbles are usually held after a blót, but may also be held
independently. Some groups require that they be held indoors while others prefer to
sumble around an outdoor fire. Some also prohibit the presence of food at sumbles. More
formal sumbles will often involve a female officer (sometimes called a valkyrie) who
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carries the horn from person to person, rather than it simply being passed hand to hand.
Some groups also assign a thule who is responsible for challenging unwise or
irresponsible oaths made over the horn.
This official attention to oaths may be seen as necessary because the sumble-horn
is symbolic of the Well of Wyrd. Wyrd is often translated “fate” and is frequently
compared to the Hindu/Buddhist notion of karma. Heathens see humans (as well as gods
and other such beings) as the agents of their own fate, even though the patterns of cause
and effect predispose us (sometimes very, very strongly) in certain directions (Blain
2002; 15). Our backgrounds predispose us to certain behaviors and lifestyles, but our
actions can profoundly alter such outcomes.
There are some things we cannot avoid or change. But we
are responsible for the way in which we respond to them.
You may inherit a genetic tendency to diabetes, but your
choice of diet and lifestyle will determine whether you
develop it. You may be born to poverty or wealth, but your
own actions will influence whether you end your life rich
or poor. (Paxson 2006; 137-38).
Making oaths over the horn (seen to represent the Well of Wyrd) is one of the two most
potent and sacred ways to oath in Heathenry (the other being an oath on a special,
designated oath ring), such an oath is seen as entering directly into ones wyrd, leading to
potent influences on not only the individual, but their communities as well. Making an
oath and not following through with it is seen as very spiritually damaging, and the
spiritual health associated with oaths is one of significant importance to many Heathens.
Heathens frequently perform or use various other minor rituals (meditation,
prayer beads, lighting candles, etc.) adopted from other religious traditions. Such
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practices are not central or common to Heathenry however, and remain to some degree
peripheral (for the community if not the individual).
Magical and “shamanic” practices within Heathenry are controversial to varying
degrees (another thing that distinguishes them from more mainstream Pagan groups). For
many Heathens the study and use of runes is a basic component of Heathenry. The runes
are a lettering system that was used in northern Europe before being replaced by the Latin
alphabet after conversion to Christianity. Runic studies generally include magic and
divination as well as more philosophical and cosmological speculations (despite
questions as to whether runes were ever historically used this way). Seiðr or spaeworking, the practice of going into “shamanic” trances for divination or magical
workings, is much more controversial. Gatherings in which a spaekonna (female) or
spaemadhr (male) go into trance and answer questions for the assembled community are
common in some Heathen communities, and frowned upon in others. There are numerous
influential spae-workers in the Heathen community, but some Heathens object to the
practice due to their understandings that it is unethical and/or improperly reconstructed.
Cosmology and Anthropology
Heathens conceive of the physical reality which we humans share as one of the
“Nine Worlds.” This world is known as Miðgarð (Old Norse for “the middle enclosure, or
world,” often anglicized to “Midgard”) or “Middle Earth” (a usage popularized by, but
not originating with, Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings novels).
The creation story begins with cosmic fire and ice which interacted to create a
primordial giant (Ymir) and cow (Auðhumla). Each of them asexually reproduced and/or
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created various other giants, gods, and other similar beings. The god Oðinn and his
brothers slew the great giant Ymir and built the worlds as we know them from his
remains. Many giants and other beings died in the flood of Ymir’s spilt blood (except for
one, who escaped, Noah-like, by floating on a coffin). The first humans were shaped by
the gods from pieces of driftwood washed up on the seashore.6
The same sources of lore describe the end of the current age as an apocalyptic
confrontation between the gods and giants. The most powerful and well known of the
gods (who are not considered all powerful) are said to be killed in this final battle, called
Ragnarök, to be replaced in the next age by their children and/or other successors.
Heathens tend to recognize the world(s) as imperfect and are expected to rely
upon their own strengths and the strengths of their communities to overcome challenges
and obstacles. The gods and spirits cannot be relied upon to overcome all problems for
their worshipers, though they can give help and guidance. Similarly, the rewards of the
afterlife (if any) are not generally held out as the primary objective of religious practice
or belief.
Just as there are nine worlds, human beings are composed of nine “souls.” The
differing component parts unravel at death, and different parts may have different
afterlife destinations (Gardell 2003, 161). Though a large percentage of Heathens believe
in life after death, the emphasis in most portions of Heathenry is on actions and success
in the here and now.

6

These abbreviated creation stories are drawn primarily from the Prose Edda, a collection of old
Heathen poetry collected in Iceland, and the Poetic Edda of Snorri Sturluson (Hollander; Sturluson).
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Gods and Goddesses
There are a great many gods and goddesses considered to be part of the Heathen
pantheon. Most are referred to with the greatest detail in the Icelandic Eddas and Sagas,
though there are some relatively popular deities who are known of only from continental
European sources. The primary Heathen deities are part of an extended family or tribe
called the Æsir. The centrality of the Æsir is apparent in the common usage of the
identifying term, “Ásatrú,” which means “True to the Æsir.” Gods and goddesses who are
not born of the Æsir (such as those of the tribe called the Vanir and the Jotun (“giants”))
are usually related to the Æsir in some fashion, often by means of marriage (which means
they have become Æsir). Due to their central place in the identification and practice of
Heathenry, the religion is difficult to comprehend without a basic understanding of at
least a few of the gods and goddesses. In the following paragraphs, I attempt to give a
brief overview of a few of the most popular gods and goddesses of the pantheon. Many
more could easily be included.
The grey-bearded, old, one-eyed trickster, Oðinn (Odin) is understood by many to
be the chieftain or king of the Æsir. He is, as mentioned above, central to the creation of
the world(s) and of humanity. He sacrificed an eye into the Well of Urð for the sake of
wisdom, hung himself from the World-Tree to gain the knowledge of the runes, and stole
from a powerful giant chieftain the magical mead that provides inspiration. He is a leader
of warriors and gathers those who die valiantly in battle to his hall Valhalla, where they
will train for the final cosmic battle against the chaotic forces of the giants. Oðinn is also
known for seducing mortal women (as well as giantesses), and a large number of the
royal and noble families of northern Europe claimed to be descended from him.
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Þórr (Thor) is the red-bearded thunder god who fights the dangerously chaotic
giants and other cosmic monsters with his magical hammer Mjöllnir. Most sources in the
lore refer to him as the son of Oðinn and the goddess Jorð (Earth). He is known for his
prodigious appetite for food and drink and for his short temper. Despite this wild
characterization, however, he is also known as “the Deep Thinker” and “the Friend of
Man.”
The god Freyr (Frey) is Vanir in origin, but joined the Æsir along with his father
(Njorð) and twin sister (Freyja) when they were traded as hostages according to a treaty
that ended a war between the two divine tribes. He is associated with plants, animals, and
sexuality, and is often understood as a “nature” god. He gave away his sword to win the
hand of the giantess Gerð, and is often seen as a peaceful god, though he is also
celebrated for killing a hostile giant with an antler. He is the lord of “Álfheim” (elf-home).
Among Heathen goddesses, the most popular by far is Frey’s twin sister Freyja.
The goddess of passion, sexuality, warfare, and magic; she is said to have “spent a night”
with four dwarven smiths in return for her necklace Brísingamen. Her falcon cloak allows
her to change into a bird, and she is said to have taught Oðinn the art of Seiðr. Like
Oðinn, she gathers a portion of those who die in battle to her hall and some sources call
her the leader of the Valkyries, the spiritual warrior-maidens who gather the souls of the
dead from battlefields.
The wife of Oðinn is Frigg (or Frigga). Sometimes called the “Queen of the
Gods” or the “Mother of Gods” (though only a few of Oðinn’s offspring seem to be by
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her), she is a goddess of the household and of management. She is said to know all, but to
speak little, and is frequently depicted outwitting her trickster husband.
The goddess Skaði (Skadhi) was born a Jotun (giant). Her father, the giant Þjazi,
was killed by the Æsir, and she armed herself to take vengeance. The gods choose to
compensate her for her father’s death rather than risk fighting her, which included
offering to make her one of them. She required as part of the deal that they make her
laugh. The god Loki managed this by tying his own testicles to the beard of a goat, then
kicking it. She would not so much as smirk for anything less. She was also allowed to
pick a husband from among the gods, though only by observing their feet (which was
how she ended up with Njorð, already the father of Freyr and Freyja, rather than Baldr
the Beautiful), though the divine pair seem to have separated soon thereafter. She is the
goddess of hunting, the bow, skis, and snowshoes. She is very popular among
independently minded and accomplished Heathen women.
A similar male deity, Ullr, is popularly venerated (though probably without much
sincerity by most) in festivals in Breckenridge, Colorado, and other ski towns as the god
of winter sports. He is known as an archer and skier (and snowboarder for some), who is
good to call upon in duels. According to Saxo Gramaticus, Ullr took over as chief of the
gods when Odhinn was temporarily exiled from the divine community. Some see him as
the patron of hunting and other woodscraft.
The Folkish vs. The Universalists
Traditionally, Folkish Ásatrúar are those who believe that only those of the proper
“Folk” should participate in Heathenry. Generally this means white people, resulting in
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the exclusion of people of other racial identifications and a comfortable place for (if not
welcome of) white supremacist attitudes.
The basis of the Folkish perspective is that Heathenry is the “folkway” of the
northern European, “Germanic” people, or “Folk.” The website of the Asatru Folk
Assembly (www.runestone.org), one of the primary institutional manifestations of
Folkish Heathenry, has an article entitled, “Asatru...The Way of Our Ancestors…Calling
Us Home,” on its front page. The article states that “Asatru is an expression of the native,
Pre-Christian spirituality of Europe” and that “Asatru is our native way” (AFA,
“Asatru…”). The Ásatrú Alliance (www.asatru.org), which is also a Folkish organization,
includes various resources mirrored directly from the AFA website. Most of these
resources are authored by Stephen McNallen, the (now former) head of the AFA. In
addition to these national groups, numerous local “kindreds” and other small groups also
adhere to the Folkish perspective. The terms “folk” and “race” appear to be largely
interchangeable. For example, Stephen McNallen states that, “Asatru is an expression of
the soul of our race” (McNallen 1985).
From the “common-sense” perspective of most Americans, McNallen’s insistence
on the commonality of the Germanic and Celtic peoples (McNallen, “Celts and
Germans”) probably makes sense. American culture currently views people of both
Germanic and Celtic ancestry as unambiguously white. While the neighboring preChristian cultures of the two language groups did overlap, borrow, and resemble one
another in a great many ways at various points through history, these cultural groups did
not, and do not, share a common sense of identity in Europe. The conflation by
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McNallen, among many others, of these two very broad cultural “heritages” is a
reflection of the particular history of U.S. racial politics. From the perspective of many
Americans, “white” is simply a given, inherent identity without history or context. As
will be discussed in more depth in later chapters, this is simply not true. Conceiving of
whiteness in such a way ignores both European and American histories and the ongoing
struggles over who qualifies (and why) for which racial (as well as the overlapping ethnic
and national) categories.
Until the late nineteenth century, the Irish (the prototypical “Celts”) were seen as
less than “white” in the U.S. (Ignatiev 1995). On the other hand, “Vikings” have long
been seen as the prototypical white folks (Snook 2008). Thus when Steve McNallen (with
a clearly Celtic name) chose to emulate the Viking cultures in his pursuit of an indigenous
white identity he conflated “Germanic” and “Celtic” in the context of what he would
have understood simply as “white.” Clearly, this conflict was brought to his attention by
someone, because he felt the need (well after the fact) to argue the commonality of two
groups which had been categorized as distinct from one another since Roman times
(McNallen “Celts and Germans”). McNallen understood (and understands) himself as a
white man; how could he be excluded from this category, which everyone knows
represents the ultimate in whiteness?
“Universalist” is not a self-description, but rather a term of condemnation coined
by the Folkish to talk about those who opposed their racial exclusivity. Many will use the
term tentatively (and usually with a great deal of qualification) because there is no other
generally accepted term to define that portion of Heathenry which does not adhere to the
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Folkish perspectives. Many “Universalists” object to the label, however, because the
implications of universality as applied by Christian communities are not seen to be
applicable by most in the movement. Heathen “Universalism” is a self-conscious
rejection of Folkish/Odinist insistence on racial identification as a defining characteristic
of what it means to be Heathen.
For many years the Asatru Assembly was the national organization representative
of the Folkish perspective, with The Troth (formed by Edred Thorsson/Stephen Flowers,
and often mistakenly called “the Ring of Troth”) representing the Universalist
perspective. Steven McNallen returned to the scene in the 1990s to combat what he saw
as the increasingly liberal trend in Heathenry. He refounded the AFA and renamed it the
“Asatru Folk Assembly” to emphasize his position in the now divided movement (Gardell
2003, 261). In more recent years Folkish Heathens have successfully argued that The
Troth’s policy of toleration should include toleration for their take on Heathenry. This has
led to the Troth becoming a meeting place of both Folkish and “Universalist”
perspectives, while still maintaining its policy of inclusion regarding race, sexuality, and
other such criteria.
Another perspective which has arisen in Heathenry, often articulated as a middle
ground between the Folkish and Universalist extremes, is Tribalism. Tribalists argue for a
much more closely inscribed boundary of community than either of the other
perspectives. This perspective probably originated in the Theodish movement of Garman
Lord (formerly a Seax-Wiccan), who argues for the creation and maintenance of a closely
knit community formed by networks of oathed relationships (Lord 2000). The formal
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(and rather anachronistic) hierarchies of Theodish groups are not maintained by all
Tribalists however, and the concept of close, localized “tribal” identities has expanded to
influence much of the Heathen movement at large (The Troth 2007, 61-78). Today, many
Heathens will argue that the division of Folkish vs. Universalist is outdated and no longer
relevant (as documented by Snook 2008, 68).
Heathen Racial Projects
A number of racial projects (Omi and Winant 2015) compete within the field of
Heathenry. The concept of racial projects will be discussed in more detail in Chapter
Five. The most frequently cited emic (insider) articulation of the various approaches to
the issue of race/ethnicity is “the Jarnsaxa Scale” by Kriselda Jarnsaxa (Jarnsaxa 2006).
Her scale has six points, which try to articulate the range of perspectives on the issue of
race present in Heathenry. Her scale is descriptive rather than proscriptive: attempting to
present the spread of approaches and attitudes toward race taken by real Heathens rather
than making any arguments in favor of one over another.
1. Ásatrú is an open religion which anyone can join. There
are, however, certain things that must be done in certain
ways, certain points of theology that must be strictly
adhered to and certain beliefs that must be held. Anyone
who doesn’t agree with all of these points simply isn’t Tru
and can be deemed “traitors” to the Gods. One of these
points that everyone must agree to is that Ásatrú is open to
people of all races, and those who believe otherwise are not
welcome and should be actively denounced so that there is
no confusion of their beliefs with those of real Ásatrúar. I
will only worship alongside those who follow the same
beliefs.
2. Anyone who wants to become Ásatrú can, regardless of
racial or cultural history. Individuals have the freedom to
choose any religion to follow, and I will defend and uphold
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that right. All are welcome to my Kindred and I will
worship alongside any Tru man or woman.
3. As the ties to the Aesir and Vanir are often ties to our
ancestors (racial, cultural or ethnic), it is more unusual for
those of non-Northern European heritage to be Ásatrú, but
it is not impossible. I accept that the Gods and Goddesses
will call to them whomever they choose and will worship
alongside any Tru man or woman.
4. Only those of Northern European background can truly
follow the path of Ásatrú. This does not imply that people
of other races are in any way “less” than those of Teutonic
heritage, only that they are different. All races and ethnic
groups are equal in freedom to make a life of worth, and
the theologies and pantheons that are connected to a nonNorthern European heritage are every bit as valid and
important as Ásatrú. By the same token, all non-Teutonic
ethnic paths are just as closed to me as Ásatrú is to others. I
feel it is of greatest value to follow the path of your cultural
and ethnic background, as these forces have had a great
impact on who you are.7 Because I acknowledge and
respect the validity of the various paths, however, I am
willing to worship with those who respect our Gods but are
not of our path or ethnic group, and will certainly worship
with any Tru man or woman.
5. Only those of Northern European heritage can be Ásatrú,
and Northern European races should separate from all other
races. This does not imply that people of other races are in
any way “less” than those of Teutonic heritage, only that
they are different and that we have an obligation to keep
the Northern European blood pure in honor of our Gods.
There may even be merit in allying with other races who
also value the separation of racial and ethnic groups and
religious paths. I will only worship alongside those who are
also of Teutonic heritage.
6. Only those of Northern European heritage can be Ásatrú
and the European races and ethnic groups are superior to all
other races and ethnic groups. Aryans are the only true
humans, and as such have an obligation to keep the racial
7

It is worth noting that this perspective begins the erasure of historic complexities and the a-historic
imagination of a simple, singular “ethnic” past.
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and ethnic blood pure. If the only way to achieve this is to
rid the world of the lesser races, then so be it. Only true
Aryans can worship the Aesir and Vanir. (Jarnsaxa 2006)
The six points on Jarnsaxa’s scale range from the more “Universalist” attitudes (points 1
and 2), through more “Folkish” articulations (4 and maybe 3), to the more extreme racebased/racist views often referred to as “Odinist” (points 5 and 6). The distinctions
between these various named approaches will be looked at much more closely in later
chapters (especially Chapter Three).
Heathenry and Ethnicity
One of the central defining characteristics of U.S. Heathenry is a concern for
linking oneself in some meaningful way with those “Elder Heathens” who lived in
northern Europe before the conquests of Christendom. This is, in fact, one of the primary
characteristics which differentiates Heathenry from many more common varieties of
contemporary Paganism. While many Pagans feel free to choose broadly from among
world cultures for their inspiration, Heathens insist upon a connection to particular
cultures. Most often this is accomplished by means of what we might analytically
understand as ethnic identification. Not all Heathens will use the term “ethnicity” of
course, though some do. Many Heathens actually find the term distasteful, recognizing
the close relationship of “ethnicity” to “race” and preferring to stay far away from
anything smacking of white supremacy. These same Heathens, however, will frequently
talk about “our ancestors,” “our heritage,” “our culture,” or other such terms which
suggest a cultural continuity or communal connection of some sort with those preChristian Heathens. Many Anglo-Saxon Heathens, for example, will talk about
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continuations of language and culture from the pre-Christian Anglo-Saxons to “us” today.
Sociologically speaking, these sound a lot like claims of ethnicity. There is a sense of “usness” by which contemporary Heathens conceive of themselves as linked to a somehow
ahistorically singular and unified people understood as the indigenous, pre-Christian,
northern Europeans. The reality of diversity and variation through clines of varying
historical local cultures and boundaries of identification are elided to latch onto an
imaginary, singular category of “northern European” (which is referred to by a great
number of names and euphemisms). For all practical intents and purposes, this “northern
European” category of identification is identical to the common-sense U.S. understanding
of the white race.
Race and ethnicity are generally interchangeable in much of common U.S.
parlance, so that even those who are unapologetically white supremacists or separatists
(such as Gardell’s radical racist contingent) can use “ethnicity” as a meaningful and
relevant category for their concerns. In fact, using the word “ethnicity” as opposed to
“race” is a common technique for discussing racial issues in mixed company. For the
common white American on the street, the two words mean the same thing anyway.
Ethnicity simply is not as politically loaded.8
In relation to Gardell’s anti-racists, ethnic identification is a bit more complicated.
Gardell hints at this complexity when he identifies Edred Thorsson, founder of The Troth,
as a representative of this anti-racist perspective (Gardell 2003, 162-3), and also credits
8

For Americans whose identifications do not conveniently fit into the U.S. common-sense categories,
however, this does not hold. Light skinned Arabs, Latinos, Jews, and Iranians (among many others)
will frequently notice some disconnects, if not outright contradictions, between their sometime
“whiteness” and the particularity of their “ethnic” identifications.
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Thorsson for popularizing völkish ideas in Heathenry through his translation of
ariosophic (“Aryan-Wisdom”) German thinkers (Gardell 2003, 19). Two of the most
influential authors in Universalist Heathenry are Diana Paxson and Kveldulf Gundarsson.
Both have been leaders within The Troth, the organization usually cited as representative
of the Universalist/anti-racist branch of Heathenry. Both emphasize in their writings that
Heathenry has nothing to do with “race” and that race should not be a factor in
determining or limiting membership and participation. On the other hand, both also
demonstrate a desire to culturally and/or biologically link themselves to the Elder
Heathen.
For example, when discussing the tradition of “Western” culture to divide the
body from the mind/soul and privilege the latter, Kveldulf Gundarsson emphasizes that
“Our ancestors, in contrast, honored both aspects of the self equally” (Gundarsson 1993;
4 emphasis added). This statement links Gundarsson, and his fellow Heathens, ethnically
to the Elder Heathen by imaginatively creating them as a singular, unified identity that we
can somehow join with. Gundarsson somehow sees himself as able to speak for, not only
all of his ancestors, but all of ours as well. Similarly, Diana Paxson argues that:
Legends reveal the minds and hearts of the people who
preserved them. By studying the old tales, we learn what
the early heathens valued. By continuing to honor the
heroes, we create a link with our cultural ancestors and
bring their might into our own lives. (Paxson, 24)
Once again, here we see Paxson making an ethnic, cultural identification with preChristian northern Europe, and referring to “the early heathens.” She sees a single body
of ancestors, attached to a single religious, ethnic, and cultural identity, in contrast to the
reality of pre-Christian religious and ethnic diversity. Even for the “anti-racist,” non64

Folkish, so called “Universalist” Heathen, the cultural and spiritual connection with the
imagined Elder Heathen “ancestors” necessitates a sort of “ethnic” identification which
erases the much messier and conflicted history of cultural and ethnic conflict and
contestation in northern Europe.
Paxon goes even further in fact. Earlier in the same text she writes:
Archeology identifies a succession of European cultures;
however, recent genetic studies demonstrate that despite
cultural changes, the population of Europe has remained
remarkably stable from the Stone Age to the present day.
Ninety-five percent of all people of European extraction are
descended from seven women who lived between 10,000
and 45,000 years ago. Honoring the ancestors, especially
the dísir, the foremothers who guard the family line, is a
core belief of Ásatrú. (Paxson, 8)
For a number of pages following this quote, Paxson continues to emphasize that the
“genetic” makeup of the European population has remained consistent, despite
technological and linguistic changes; a rather outrageous claim that argues for a
historically unchanged racial identity. She argues here, unlike the previously cited quote
from later in the same book, for a biological relationship with the Elder Heathen; one
which is perhaps even more important than the cultural connection. Though Paxson is
generally understood as part of the anti-racist, Universalist contingent of Heathenry, her
logic here is hard to distinguish from that of the Folkish Heathens I will discuss next.
Gardell describes what he calls “ethnic Asatrú” as an attempt “to get beyond the
race issue” by defining Ásatrú (a form of Heathenry) as “an ethnic religion, native to
northern Europe and therefore natural to Americans of northern European ancestry.” He
sees it as a middle ground between clearly racist interpretations and anti-racist strands
that moved away from identification with ancestors and “folk”; an attempt to negotiate
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between the extremes present within the larger Heathen subculture (Gardell 2003, 258).
This category of Heathenry is largely, though not entirely, coterminous with Folkish
Ásatrú, represented organizationally by the Ásatrú Folk Assembly and the Asatru
Alliance.
Stephen McNallen, former leader of the Ásatru Folk Assembly and probably the
most well-known proponent of Folkish Heathenry, has proposed a theory of
Metagenetics, in which the category “folk” is understood to be synonymous with inherent
spiritualities corresponding to particular biologically inheritable, eternal cultures
(McNallen, “Metagenetics”). McNallen defines Ásatrú as the indigenous religion of the
Northern European Folk (which he often abbreviates to “Northfolk”). He also argues that
both Germanic and Celtic populations are part of this same Northfolk, sharing a common
spiritual, cultural, and biological heritage marked by only superficial differences
(McNallen, “Celts and Germans”). In seeming contrast, Stephen M. Borthwick argues, in
the inaugural issue of the Journal of Contemporary Heathen Thought, that Ásatrú is “the
spirituality native to Germanic folk, and no one else” (Borthwick, 37), and differentiates
“German,” “French,” and “English” as inescapable differences (Borthwick, 38). He
therefore would only include some of McNallen’s “Northfolk” as legitimately eligible for
Heathenry. Ironically, this narrower definition might exclude both McNallen and
Borthwick, both of which are Celtic names… not Germanic (Irish and Scottish
respectively). I suspect, however, that both Borthwick and McNallen would agree in
judging the acceptability of a new convert based on the criteria Mattias Gardell attributes
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to Vallgard Murray, head of the Asatru Alliance: the applicant “needs to look like a white
man” (Gardell 2003, 272).
Through the Folkish logic that McNallen systematized as metagenetics, race (as
biological/phenotypical distinction) and ethnicity (as cultural or learned distinction) have
been actively merged into the same concept: the Folk. The usual Folkish project, simply
stated, is that whiteness is a culture and spirituality that is biologically (or more
technically, metagenetically) inherited. Even the Heathens trying to articulate this project
cannot agree on where or how to draw the boundaries, and sometimes even inadvertently
disqualify themselves in their efforts to do so.
Michael Strmiska and Baldur Sigurvinsson point out that the divisions between
Heathens “have generally centered around conflicting definitions and interpretations of
the Nordic heritage that all these various organizations and individuals are dedicated to
reviving and upholding” (Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 134). The differences being
whether that heritage is defined as 1) “primarily cultural” (the anti-racist/Universalist
position), 2) “genetic or racial” (the radical racist perspective), or 3) both (the
Folkish/”Ethnic” perspective). They also articulate a fourth position however, in which
the gods are seen as calling whom they wish, regardless of race, ethnicity, or culture
(Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 134-5).
Though this fourth perspective is widely cited by Universalists to argue against
Folkish claims that only those with the right ethnicity should be allowed to join Heathen
communities, this does not seem to prevent those same Universalists from positing (and
valuing) their own “ethnic” connection to the Elder Heathens. I am sure there are
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examples of people who feel called to Heathenry without this sense of an “ethnic” link,
but I honestly cannot say I have ever met any. Every non-white Heathen I have known
has been able (and frequently called upon) to detail that they did, in fact, have ancestors
from northern Europe. Folkish Heathens are on to something when they point out, in
response to these arguments, that the vast majority of those who feel called to Heathenry
happen to be white folks.
This linkage between Heathen constructions of ethnic identification and the racial
category of whiteness extends beyond the radical racists and the Folkish; even the
Universalist/anti-racist Heathens can hardly help but associate the Elder Heathen with
whiteness.
Both Folkish and Universalist Heathens (Gardell’s anti-racist and ethnic
categories) are trying to escape the issue of race. However, Heathens of all ideological
stripes articulate some sort of cultural, ethnic connection to the pre-Christian Heathens;
whether this is understood in terms of biological inheritance, cultural upbringing, or
religiously motivated learning.
Though Heathens frequently articulate their “ancestral” past in terms of a unified,
singular tradition (contrary to evidence) the contemporary tradition is definitely not
singular in its understandings of what it means to be Heathen. Rather, Heathenry as a
whole serves as a field of discursive contestation of not only religious concepts (theology,
cosmology, mythology, etc.) but also the overlapping and perhaps inseparable
conceptions of “race” and “ethnicity.” As a field of contestation over common-sense
meanings about the world and the nature of our place in it, Heathenry is the location of
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frequent and heated debates around the topics. Much of the common-sense notions
prevalent in the Heathen community, however, are derived from and built upon historical
trajectories of which most contemporary Heathens seem blissfully unaware. This elided
history will be discussed in the next two chapters.
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Chapter 3: Literature Review of Scholarship on Heathenry
Before 1996 scholarship on contemporary U.S. Heathenry of any sort was limited
to brief, generally sketchy, mentions in works dedicated to other subjects. J. Gordon
Melton includes an entry on “Norse/Teutonic Pagans” in the very first edition of his
Encyclopedia of American Religion (Melton 1978). Margo Adler included a short section
on “Odinism, Asatru, and Norse Paganism” in the second edition of her Drawing Down
the Moon (1986) on the diversity of pagan movements in the United States. Michael York
talks about “Norse paganism,” “the Nordic Craft” (a term some Heathens would be
offended by, in that it lumps them in as a variety of Wicca), and “Odinism” as a deviation
from expected Pagan norms in his The Emerging Network, which argues that Paganism
should be studied as a phenomenon distinct from the “New Age” category (York 1995).
In 1996, Jeffry Kaplan contributed a chapter about Heathenry to James R. Lewis’s
Magical Religion and Modern Witchcraft. From this point, the contemporary study of
Heathenry truly began to blossom.
In this chapter I will investigate the body of academic accounts of Heathenry. This
body of work is small and recent enough that I can attempt a thorough coverage of the
entire English-language field. In addition to providing the reader a more complete
account of Heathenry, and providing points of comparison against which to check the
validity of my blog analysis in later chapters, this chapter is intended to demonstrate the
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sorts of biases and confusions prevalent within certain subsections of Heathen
scholarship. I have divided the literature investigated here into three groups based on
their relative involvement with Heathenry. It will be seen that outsider scholars studying
Heathenry generally only do so as an exploration of racism, while more insider scholars
(whether partially insider Pagans, or Heathens themselves) demonstrate a strong
motivation to evade or deny the prevalence of Heathen racism. Discussion will focus on
the ways scholars have addressed the issues of racial and ethnic identification in
Heathenry and (in preparation for the following history chapter) the ways scholars have
covered or failed to cover the history and development of Heathenry and Heathen ideas.
Categories of Scholarship on Heathenry
There are three categories of academic writers writing about Heathenry. The first
is the outsider who sees Heathenry as relating to or overlapping with another topic they
are interested in/study. Scholars of race (especially white supremacy/separatism) who
have written about Heathenry include Kaplan (1996 and 1997), Dobratz (2001),
Goodrick-Clarke (2003) (who focuses particularly on the history of Nazi ideas), and
Gardell (2003, 2005). G. Gordon Melton’s Encyclopedia of American Religions (eight
editions from 1978 to 2009) is another outsider account. Melton includes Heathenry in
his investigation of U.S. religious movements, clearly trying to capture the breadth of
religious belief and practice.
Pagans who write about Heathenry (the second category) tend to do so in order
to include Heathenry in a list of varieties of Contemporary Paganism, much as Melton
did with his categorizations of American Religion. Seldom does Heathenry warrant more
71

than a few pages at most in such coverages. Graham Harvey is the exception here,
devoting an entire chapter to Heathenry, and even calling it “Heathenry” rather than using
an outsider taxonomy like most scholars (Harvey 2011). Margot Adler’s (1986) Drawing
Down the Moon fits very comfortably in this category. Helen Berger’s (2003) Voices from
the Pagan Census also includes Heathenry as just one subcategory of Contemporary
Paganism.
The third and final category of academic writers who write about Heathenry are
the insiders. Many of these seem to have explored Heathenry through their research and
become (at least temporarily) insiders. Others (such as myself) came to Heathenry as
practitioners before the idea of studying or writing about it academically even occurred to
us. Michael Strmiska explored his interest in Heathenry by studying Heathen
communities around the globe. He came to see European Heathenry (Icelandic in
particular) and U.S. Heathenry as two distinct species that can superficially look like the
same movement. He still hesitantly identifies with the movement, but is highly critical of
U.S. Heathenry, and by his own estimation is unwelcome because of it (Strmiska 2012).
In her 2008 Dissertation Jenifer Snook writes about becoming a part of Heathen
community through her immersion as a part of dissertation research (Snook 2008). Jenny
Blain also talks about exploring and becoming a part of Heathenry through three years of
research in U.S. and Canadian Heathen communities (Blain 2004, 219).
I am not including in this review scholars, such as Stephen Grundy/Kveldulf
Gundarsson and Stephen Flowers/Edred Thorsson, whose academic work focuses on
studies of ancient Germanic peoples and religions and who do theological and
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organizational work under their “Heathen names.” The work of these scholars (among
many others who have emulated them to one degree or another) has contributed to the
development of Heathen theologies, and the scholars themselves have often served as
organizational, ideological, and/or spiritual leaders within Heathen communities. I began
my graduate studies in pursuit of such a position. My masters thesis on the winning of the
sacred drink and slaying of the cosmic serpent has more in common with Thorsson and
Gundersson’s quest for contemporary spirituality inspired by the past than it does with
my current critical social theory analysis.
J. Gordon Melton
The eight editions of J. Gordon Melton’s Encyclopedia of American Religions are
an amazing resource for the scholar wishing to look back into the past of American
Heathenry. Melton’s impressive attempt to catalog the depth and breadth of the vibrant
religious cultures of the United States is, perhaps, all the more impressive and useful for
those who wish to study a movement that experienced dramatic growth and
popularization during the years of the Encyclopedia’s ongoing publications. Melton’s
first edition appeared just a few short years after Stephen McNallen launched the U.S.
Ásatrú movement in Breckenridge, Texas. Ásatrú, one of the most recent and most
vibrant varieties of Heathenry in the United States, is represented in each edition of
Melton’s Encylcopedia. In the first edition, McNallen’s very first group, The Viking
Brotherhood, is represented amidst two examples of older varieties of Heathenry (which
in this edition Melton called “Norse/Teutonic Pagans”). The coverage of Heathenry grew
in each edition along with the growth of the movement itself. In the most recent, eighth
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edition Melton organizes Heathens under the category of “Norse Heathenism” (Melton
2009, 860 and 1241). From three Heathen groups in 1978 to thirteen in the eighth edition,
Melton gives us an inevitably incomplete but nonetheless impressive range of snapshots
of the development of organized Heathenry in the United States. The coverage seems
largely based on the self-reported characteristics of the groups covered9 and is more a
documentation of their existence and emic self-understandings than a critical analysis or
evaluation.
Approximately two pages of the second volume of first edition of The
Encyclopedia of American Religions (1978) are devoted to what Melton calls
“Norse/Teutonic Pagans.” After a few paragraphs of general introduction, he devotes
from one to three paragraphs each to three organizations: the Viking Brotherhood, the
Teutonic Temple, and The Runic Society. The Viking Brotherhood, founded in 1972, in
Texas, is surely the same Viking Brotherhood which transformed in the coming years into
the Ásatrú Free Assembly.
Interestingly, Melton lists the founders of The Viking Brotherhood as “army
officer, Svein Geirroldsson” and “college student, Pam Fults” (Melton 1978, 296). All
other sources list Stephen McNallen (and maybe Robert Stein (Strmiska and
Sigurvinsson, 127)) as founder(s) of the organization. According to personal
communication with Robert Stein, “Svein Geirroldsson” was a “Heathen name” used by
McNallen in those days and Pam Fults was McNallen’s then girlfriend (Stein 2007).

9

I can recognize the voice and personalities of some of the Heathen leaders I know well in their
descriptions
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In the eighth edition of his encyclopedia, Melton covers nine current Heathen
groups and four defunct Heathen groups under the label of “Norse Heathenism,” which is
listed under the category “Western Esoteric Family III: Magick” (Melton 2009, 860-62
and 1241-2). Included in his list of current organizations are: the Asatru Alliance, Asatru
Folk Assembly, Confederation of Independent Asatru Kindred (CIAK), Irminsul Aettir,
Odin Brotherhood, Odinic Rite Vinalnd, Odinist Fellowship/Kirk of Odin, Ring of Troth
(which is misprinted as “Ring of Thoth”), and Skergard (Melton 2009, 860). Included in
the appendix for defunct organizations are: the Angelseaxisce Ealdriht, Asatru Free
Assembly, Atlantion Wicca (a misplacement; this is not a Heathen organization, but
rather a Wiccan one), Runic Society, and the Teutonic Temple (Melton 2009, 1241-3).
Margot Adler
“The problem of being confused with Nazism is one that almost all Odinists have to
confront” (Adler 1986, 274).
Margo Adler’s Drawing Down the Moon was one of the first scholarly books
published on Contemporary Paganism, and appeared only a year after Melton’s
Encyclopedia of American Religions. The first edition makes no mention of Heathenry.
Adler acknowledges, in the second edition (1986) that this was a grievous oversight, but
that she had been unsure of how to handle the racism and conservative tendencies that
were so out of character for other “Pagan” movements. Given these concerns, her
coverage in the second edition of the book is quite generous.
When Drawing Down the Moon appeared in 1979, one of
its most glaring oversights was the omission of Norse
Paganism. While I had received many publications relating
to Odinism – The Runestone, The Raven Banner, and others
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– I found myself in a quandary. Some of the information I
received was from groups genuinely seeking a Norse Pagan
path, but there were other groups clearly using Odinist
symbols and mythologies as a front for right wing and even
Nazi activities. I even had a neighbor, around the corner
from me, who was a leading member of a Nazi political
party and who was communicating his religious ideas in the
forum of the Green Egg [a pagan magazine]. His cramped
apartment on Ninety-Third Street was crammed with books
– one wall was filled with Nazi regalia and literature; the
other wall was filled with books on the occult, with
particular emphasis on Norse and German (and Vedic)
mythology.
In addition, the common notion within much of the Pagan
movement was that Norse Paganism was filled with such
people. And since the Odinist Pagan community is
generally more conservative in its values and ideas anyway,
stressing concepts like family, courage, and warrior virtues,
it was easy to become confused. In the end I just gave up,
deciding it was a can of worms I just didn’t want to open.
But Pagans interested in Norse mythology just won’t go
away. (Adler 1986, 273-4)
Adler refers to all of Heathenry, interchangeably, as “Norse Paganism” or “Odinism,” and
characterizes it as “a can of worms I just didn’t want to open.” That difficulty and
discomfort, which will be discussed further below, continues to be reflected in the
treatment of Heathenry by scholars focusing on a study of Paganism (who are more often
than not practitioners themselves).
She introduces the Asatru Free Assembly (AFA) as “[t]he largest and most
successful organization promoting Norse Paganism in the United States” and indicates
that it was “started by Stephen McNallen in 1971” (Adler 1986, 275).
McNallen says that many of the main Odinist groups (the
Odinist Fellowship, the Odinist Committee in England,
Asatruarfolks in Iceland, and the AFA) started within a very
few months of each other, with no knowledge of each
76

other’s existence. Perhaps it was “a wind blowing through
the World Tree,” he said. (Adler 1986, 275)
This quote, which will be addressed again in the history chapter, is the first reference in
scholarship to what I am going to call the myth of contemporary origins. McNallen tells a
story here that both places himself at the center of the U.S. Heathen revival, and also
evades any recognition of the existence or influence of pre-Ásatrú Odinism; despite
calling all of Heathenry Odinism. Though critical in her approach in many other areas,
Adler appears to simply take him at his word on this.
Some people involved in Scandinavian, Germanic, and
Norse Paganism prefer the word Asatru to Odinist (since
Odinist refers to only one in a large pantheon of deities).
Asatru means “belief in the gods” in Old Norse, or, more
correctly, loyalty to the Aesir – one of the two races or
groups of gods in Norse mythology. (Adler 1986, 275-6)
Adler calls all Heathens “Odinists.” Perhaps she was more familiar with the Odinist side
of Heathenry than the Ásatrú side; that neighbor she describes certainly sounds a lot more
Odinist than Ásatrú. Later scholars will call Heathens by all sorts of names, very seldom
the ones they use themselves.
Probably the biggest reason for hesitating to write about Heathenry, for Adler and
for any of us coming after her, is race.
This is where it gets complicated and problematic. Many of
the Odinists I spoke with and much of the literature I read
put a heavy emphasis not only on ancestry but on belief in
the primacy of genetics, as well as a belief that certain
aspects of the soul are transmitted down the family line,
that reincarnation comes within race, tribe, and family. In
looking at the Jungian idea of archetypes, several articles in
The Runestone have observed that Jung’s original idea was
that these archetypes were not culturally transmitted but
inherited genetically. (Adler 1986, 277)
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“One member of the AFA told me, ‘We are not racists, but we are racially aware. I look at
my children’s red hair and freckles and think how many generations it took for them to
get that way. I want them to be the same color as me’” (Adler 1986, 277).
In talking about Asatru as a very ancestral religion, with
bonds that are genetic, “even paragenetic,” McNallen
concedes that “it can easily be misinterpreted.” “How do
you prevent misinterpretations?” I asked. Partly by
explaining over and over again, he said. “We used to get
people who thought we were out to save the white race. But
we are not for putting anyone down. We are simply for the
spirituality of our own people. This is a real religion. It is
not a front for any political group.” McNallen says that
while a lot of Odinists in the past were attracted for
political and cultural reasons, a real religious development
had been taking place with interest in magic, ritual, and
runes.
But while the AFA stresses the religious aspects of Norse
Paganism and downplays the political, some Odinist
organizations have a different view. The Odinist
Fellowship, for example, devotes much of its journal, The
Odinist, to political and philosophical articles on subject
ranging from attacks on liberalism to a defense of the
original goals of apartheid. Instead of avoiding these
political discussions, the Odinist Fellowship meets them
head on. It is frankly racist, although they would probably
prefer the term “racialist.” One article had these words:
“The most distinguishable feature of Odinism is that for the
first time a religion has declared itself founded upon the
concept of race, with its correlation to culture and
civilization. Without race there is nothing; therefore our
first duty is a study of race and the significance of Aryan
people to world history.” Thankfully, you don’t find these
kinds of sentiments in AFA literature. (Adler 1986, 278)
McNallen appears to acknowledge in these quotes, despite his myth of contemporary
origins, that Odinism has a longer history of political and cultural emphasis. He
emphasizes though, that his movement is pushing “a real religious development.” Though
McNallen claims a more central and foundational role than he really qualifies for in
78

regard to Heathenry as a whole, he can perhaps be credited with creating/promoting a
more spiritual, ritual, and devotional emphasis than the primarily
political/nationalist/racial projects of earlier (as well as many contemporary) Odinists.
This will be discussed in more detail in the history chapter (Chapter Four).
Adler points out that “In general, Odinism attracts people who are more
politically conservative than the majority of Neo-pagans. They are uncomfortable with
feminism, anarchism and diversity in sexuality and lifestyle” (Adler 1986, 279). She also
points out that, despite their conservatism, “their religion puts them at odds with the
mainstream conservative culture” (Adler 1986, 280).
She also discusses their different approach to gender issues. “Another distinction
between much of Neo-Paganism and Odinism is the relative position of male and female
gods” (Adler 1986, 280). Whereas Wiccan-derived Paganisms often give a place of
priority to goddesses, or even the Goddess, Heathens venerate a wide variety of gods and
spirits, both male and female. “It is true that more men have been attracted to it than
women, but that seems to be changing” (Adler 1986, 281). As other scholars will discuss
in later works, Heathenry is known for being a pretty macho religion.
Adler also briefly refers to the issue of growing Wiccan dominance of
“Paganism,” a phenomenon well known to most Heathens.
Wiccan organizations have come to the foreground as the
primary form of Neo-Paganism in America and these
organizations now dominate the discussion. It’s important
to remember, however, that the reason the Pagan movement
in the United States is so rich and varied and presents such
a unique perspective to the world is primarily because of
the non-Wiccan influences that were so dominant in the
early years. (Adler 1986, 282)
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Despite this early disclaimer, much of Pagan scholarship on Heathenry to follow will try
to roll Heathenry into the comfortable forms of Wicca in order to force it to make sense.
Michael York
Along with the AFA in the United States, Norse and
Teutonic forms of paganism manifest in San Francisco’s
Heathen Way, the Odinist Fellowship, the Odinist
Committee in England, and the Asatruarfolks in Iceland. In
its newsletter, The Odinist, the Odinist Fellowship, based in
Crystal River, Florida, maintains that they are “nondogmatic.” Although opposed to “domestic Marxism,
liberalistic cosmopolitanism and usury capitalism.” (York
1995, 125)
Michael York’s Emerging Network (1995) is primarily a comparison and contrast
of the growing Pagan (“Neo-pagan” in his usage at the time) movement with the New
Age movement, into which it had largely been lumped up to this point (and continued to
be for some years after). York’s work is included here solely for the few pages he devotes
to what he calls “Norse paganism.” Approximately half of this space is devoted to
summary and commentary on Margo Adler’s work (above), but what makes this little
snippet so useful for my purposes is the attention he pays to the Odinist Fellowship, one
of the foundational U.S. (later Canadian) Heathen organizations, and one that is largely
ignored by most scholars of American Heathenry.
Most interestingly, York looks at the Odinist Fellowship by quoting examples of
discourse from their journal The Odinist. Unlike other scholars who have discussed the
group, he does not focus on (or even mention) the co-founder and figurehead of the
organization, Else Christensen. The value of this uncommon focus lies in the fact that the
quotes York includes sound very much like the discourse of contemporary Folkish
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Heathens; not nearly as distinct as scholars like Gardell and Snook (or he himself) present
them. The disclaimers of racism, followed by strongly völkish and racialist (race-based)10
emphasis on the “survival” of the white race would not be out of place on McNallen’s
blog (as will be discussed further below).
From one perspective, this might lead us to question (as I did at first) that there
really was such a distinction between the Folkish and Odinists as Kaplan, Gardell, and
even York himself suggest. But this would be excessive. Kaplan insisted from the
beginning that the boundaries were never clear between the two. We keep trying to draw
lines (me included), and I wish there were lines frankly, but Christensen, McNallen, and
Murray are all on the lines. They are bridges across what little (if any) gap there may be
between the various territories within the larger Heathen sphere.

Figure 3.1. Venn diagram of overlapping areas within the larger Heathen sphere.

10

“Racialism” is simply a more value-neutral based way of saying race-based; arguably, it means the
same thing as “racism” especially among white racialists, who cannot help but presume a superior
position when race is presumed to be determinative.
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Some scholars discussed in this chapter spend a great deal of effort in
distinguishing between Ásatrú and Odinist, or some other boundary between groups.
York’s quotations from the Odinist, now strike me as a stark example of the fact, warned
of by Kaplan and Gardell at least, that there are no clear boundaries between most of
these categories. The overlapping areas are themselves immense. Sometimes, often even,
they are one and the same person. Even the prototypical cases of the categories can
sometimes overlap more than they differ.11
York gives the following as a quote explaining the Odinist response to claims of
promoting religious or racial hatred, or anti-Semitism:
We believe that every racial group and subgroup, every
folk, is a unique non-repeatable biological-historical
phenomenon that should be preserved … At the same time,
we reserve the right to expose, criticize and defend
ourselves against any ethnic interest group that threatens
and attacks our Folk; this is the basis, e.g., for our stance
against Zionism. (The Odinist, No. 122, 1989:1f. Quoted in
York, 125-6)
York describes that:
In their introductory brochure, Odinism and the Odinist
Fellowship, Odinism is explained in terms generally in
keeping with Neo-paganism at large: teaching the nonseparation between material and spiritual existence; use of
myth as “the language of the Gods”; stress on freedom,
self-determination, and self-reliance; holistic naturalism
and an understanding of the universe as an interdependent
whole in keeping with formulations of modern physics; the
non-missionary zeal. In all these, Odinism is little different
from other forms of Neo-paganism, its chief contrasts being
11

It is very possible that my assumption that the Odinist Fellowship was prototypical of the category
“Odinism” has been mistaken as well. Despite the obvious similarity of names and assumed identity, it
could always be that they simply are not the best example of what an “Odinist” is (if we are speaking
in Kaplan’s terms). Might this have something to do with why later scholars seem loath to keep using
“Odinism” as a category?
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instead its emphasis on “the family unit and the extended
family” as well as on “racial purity.” In this brochure, it is
stated that “we have no direct connections with Wicca or
Witchcraft although they are fellow-pagan organizations.”
The Odinist stresses Odinism’s links with Zen Buddhism,
Shinto, and many native American nations – including
“love of nature” (e.g., 125, 1989:10). However following a
survey, the magazine’s staff stated that “It… came as a
surprise that few Odinists are interested in ecology” (117,
1988:1).
He also points out that “Odinists and Norse Pagans are also among the most
polytheistic of the Neo-pagans” (York 1995, 125). This is also mentioned (in praising
language) by Harvey (below).
York also mentions that “In Britain, a loosely identified ‘Northern Tradition’ is
emerging which stands in contrast to the more conservative and racially oriented forms of
Odinism or Asatru.” I mention this because that idea of a “Northern Tradition,”
definitively distinct from Odinism and Ásatrú, and sometimes Heathenry altogether, has
made appearances in the United States as well. Perhaps most notably in the case of Raven
Kaldera, who insists that he was “Northern Tradition” and not “Heathen” (Kaldera,
“Welcome”).
Jeffrey Kaplan
“The Northern Way stands as the gateway to the most feared and despised of all
American belief systems; white supremacy.” (Kaplan 1996, 225)
The first academic document specifically focused on contemporary Heathenry
that I have found is Jeffrey Kaplan’s 1996 article, “The Reconstruction of the Ásatrú and
Odinist Traditions,” in James R. Lewis’s Magical Religion and Modern Witchcraft.
Kaplan seeks to differentiate “Ásatrú” and “Odinism” within what he calls “the
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reconstructed Norse/Germanic tradition” (Kaplan 1996, 193) or sometimes “the Northern
Way” (197, 225, etc.). He shows no indication of being familiar with the terms
“Heathen,” “Heathenry,” or “Heathenism.”12
Kaplan’s stated purpose is to differentiate “Odinism” from “Ásatrú.” He discusses
the fact that the two overlap and meld with one another in such a way as to make clear
and distinct differentiation impossible, but that “Yet the groups, despite their marked
affinities, are not the same, and differentiation is important” (Kaplan 1996, 193).
The analysis assumes with the advantage of hindsight that
the inherent tensions between Odinists and Ásatrúers as
defined below were present in the movement from its
inception, and it is therefore possible to consider the
movements, or perhaps the opposing factions of a single
movement, in isolation. (Kaplan 1996, 193)
The “single movement” to which he refers is what I am calling “Heathenry” in keeping
with the emic usage by Heathens themselves (though “Heathenism” is also growing in
popularity).
He distinguishes between the overlapping movements largely in terms of attitudes
toward race.
The primary sociological factor that best serves to separate
the closely linked American Ásatrú and Odinist
communities – the emphasis on racial mysticism and, in its
most extreme manifestation, pronounced neo-Nazi
sympathies – itself offers no easily demarcated borders.
(Kaplan 1996, 193)
He points out that a major distinction between the two is the sources they call upon.
Particularly, “It seems clear from this research that a primary area of differentiation
12

I can affirm that the communities I was involved with in 1996 (at least one member of which I recall
talking about being interviewed by Kaplan) did consistently and regularly refer to themselves as
“Heathens,” along with other terms.
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between Odinists and Ásatrúer is a knowledge of [Alexander Rud] Mills” (195). Kaplan
found that Odinists invoked an older tradition of reconstruction and ideology that ran
through the Australian racialist Alexander Rud Mills. Ásatrúar often did not (and still do
not) seem to even know he existed.
… other primary differentiating factors [of Odinism from
Ásatrú]: far greater contact with the other sectors of the
“White Supremacist constellation” (Barkun 1989) than the
Ásatrú adherents would find palatable; a conspiratorial
view of history; a pronounced warrior ethic which
emphasizes the desire to one day strike back in some form
at the dominant culture for its perceived injustices; a
strongly racialist strain of thought which verges easily and
often into racial mysticism; and perhaps most telling of all,
a reductionist concentration on reviving an idealized form
of the tribal ethical values of the Germanic and Norse (read
Viking) peoples in place of the long and complex process
of reconstructing these golden age religious, communal,
and magical practices in the context of the modern world
(which is in fact the ambitious task set before the Ásatrúer).
(Kaplan 1996, 195-6)
Another big difference between the two types of Heathenry is the Odinist focus on prison
ministry and missionary work among prison populations (Kaplan 1996, 208). Since the
time of Kaplan’s work, Ásatrú have increased their efforts in prison ministry, but Heathen
prisoners are still more likely to show Odinist than Ásatrú characteristics (in Kaplan’s
terms).
After the effort to distinguish Odinism and Ásatrú, Kaplan moves on to
investigate a parallel distinction within Ásatrú itself. After discussing McNallen’s
foundational (and by then defunct) Ásatrú Free Assembly, Kaplan further subdivides
Ásatrú (the subcategory of what I am calling Heathenry) into competing branches: The
Ásatrú Alliance and the Ring of Troth. This is where Kaplan’s work becomes
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problematic, and has perhaps had profoundly negative impacts on the ongoing
development of Heathenry in the U.S.
Kaplan focuses a great deal on splits within movements and the relative distance
between perspectives that appear to be growing apart. He emphasizes the growing apart
of Odinism and Ásatrú into opposed ideological poles (Kaplan 1996, 200). He also
emphasizes, in his conclusion, that Ásatrú was undergoing a similar division at the time
between “Folkish” and “Universalist” perspectives. I find it incredibly (and a bit
disturbingly) relevant that he presents this later divide in alarmist terms, suggesting that
this division will doom the movement unless healed. I will discuss this odd (and as far as
I can tell ungrounded) characterization and my suspicions regarding its influence on the
development of Heathenry in more depth in Chapter Four (history).
It is in its compatibility with both the magical community
[a.k.a. Wicca/Paganism] and the dominant culture that the
Ring of Troth most clearly stands apart from the Ásatrú
Alliance, and it is precisely this factor which appears
destined, unless steps are taken relatively soon to heal the
growing breach, to render the organizations as distinct –
and as incompatible – as the Ring of Troth is from, say,
Else Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship. (Kaplan 1996, 225)
Though on some level, perhaps an effort to mitigate such alarmism, the following quote
actually exacerbates it. “While this observation is meant as neither final nor inevitable, it
is clear that some action must be taken relatively soon to bring a unified direction to the
Ásatrú community” (Kaplan 1996, 225, emphasis mine). The final sentence of Kaplan’s
chapter reads: “Whether Ásatrúers will find it within themselves to unify the movement,
and to realistically confront its own internal demons, will ultimately determine Ásatrú’s
survival” (Kaplan 1996, 225).
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In 1997 Kaplan published Radical Religion in America: Millenarian Movements
from the Far Right to the Children of Noah. He includes Heathenry (which he still calls
“the Northern Way”) as one of a handful of case studies of millenarianism among the
“cultic milieu.” His emphasis is very much on the white supremacist spectrum, and
though he discusses the “non-racist” “Ásatruar” as well, racial extremism is clearly the
focus.
Ásatrú and Odinism inhabit the most distant reaches of the
Wiccan/neopagan world, forming a defined border region
through which ideas and individuals may pass from the
millenarian community into the magical/occult world and
back again. (Kaplan 1997, 69-70)
The focus on millenarianism was frankly very off-putting and confusing to me for
some time, through no fault of Kaplan’s. Many Ásatruar, from my experience, would find
the connection of millenarianism with Heathenry bizarre and contradictory. I certainly
did, and initially questioned the accuracy of Kaplan’s account here. However, with the
benefit of further time and study I have come to realize the Odinist spectrum of
Heathenry is, in fact, frequently millenarian; and that due to the fluidity he points out,
millenarianism is most likely common in some segments of the Ásatrú
community/communities as well.
Kaplan emphasizes the fluidity and porous boundaries between the various
categories he is analyzing. He points out, for example, that Odinist millenarianism
provides a convenient overlap between race-based Christianity and Heathenry.
The strongly millenarian and chiliastic overtones of the
apocalyptic “twilight of the gods,” Ragnarök, and its
aftermath provide a bridge to the potential racialist
adherent, connecting those from fundamentalist and
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evangelical Christian backgrounds to Odinism. (Kaplan
1997, 69)
The overlaps of both logic and communities allow for a movement back and forth
between these categories as well as the seemingly self-contradictory mutual Christianity
and Heathenry of people like Robert Matthews, late leader of the U.S. criminal/terrorist
organization The Order, or the Norwegian mass-murderer Anders Breivik.
On a very similar note, a major contribution of Kaplan’s work is his investigation
of Heathenry as a point of overlap and movement between the far-right, millenarian, and
(sometimes openly) racist fringe of the cultic milieu and the more usually very leftleaning field of Contemporary Paganism.
Odinism, a reconstruction of the Viking-era Norse
pantheon, plays a vital role in the world of the radical right
and in the wider universe of the cultic milieu. In terms of
mapping theory, Odinism is located at the spiritual
crossroads linking the racialist appeals of the radical right
to the occult/magical community of Wicca and
neopaganism. This linkage occurs primarily through
Odinism’s nonracialist counterpart, Ásatrú, though Ásatrú
is becoming increasingly distinct from Odinism.13 Devotees
of the same Norse/Germanic pantheon, Ásatrúers tend to
eschew overtly racist constructions of their tradition,
concentrating instead on the ritual and magical elements
central to all Wiccan/neopagan religions. (Kaplan 1997, 14)
In addition to pointing out the role of Ásatrú in bridging Paganism and right-wing
racialism, this passage is also significant in that it is one of the few places in the literature
in which there is a fairly explicit recognition that Ásatrú grew out of Odinism and is

13

Perhaps ironically, Kaplan’s own work might have contributed to a reversal of this movement, serving
to reduce the gap between the two and increasing the ease of movement back and forth by both
individuals and ideas.
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“becoming increasingly distinct” rather than being a distinctly different movement with
independent (and presumably unrelated) origins.
In this work, rather than distinguishing between Ásatrú and Odinism, and then
further subdividing Ásatrú (as he did in the article a year earlier), he divides “the
Northern Tradition” as a whole into a tripartite taxonomy of what he calls reconstructive
strategies: the Modernist Theory, the Geneticist Theory, and the Odinist Path.
The Modernist Theory
Kaplan’s first category is the most compatible and overlapping with both larger
U.S. society and Paganism more particularly. It is largely the same category he
investigated the previous year under the organizational rubric of the Ring of Troth.
Although it is impossible to document with precision, it is
clear that overwhelming body of Ásatrúers fit comfortably
into this category.14 The modernist approach to the
reconstruction of the tradition corresponds to the generally
accepted meaning of the term “neopagan,” in that the
primary task of the religious community is to bring to life
the soul of the pre-Christian tradition – its religious
practices and beliefs, its texts, its forms of magic
(especially, in Ásatrú, the runes), and indeed as much of its
cosmology and theodicy as possible – within the
constraints of the modern world. Modernity, or
postmodernity, is the key concept. Among Ásatrúers of the
modernist camp, the goal is not a return to the life of the
eleventh century, when the conversion of Iceland took
place. Rather, to this group reconstruction means that the
recovered heathen spirituality must be fully cognizant of
the exigencies of living as a minority religious community
in contemporary America. (Kaplan 1997, 73)

14

If this is true (or he believed it at least) then his insistence on the unity of the movement(s) is even
more irresponsible. I can’t say that this is the case anymore, if it ever was. If it was (and I thought it
was once), Kaplan may be among those most responsible for this no longer being the case.
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Kaplan is here talking about the movement within Heathenry that is more commonly
known by Heathens as “Universalism,” the postmodern, more comfortably “Pagan”
approach to Heathenry that appears to have, at the time, been the dominant influence on
the reconstruction of Heathen community and religiosity.
The incessant debate over race within Ásatrú may be the
most important example of praxis in the modernist
reconstruction of the tradition. In this discourse, the more
racialist adherents tend to take on faith the proposition that,
because Norse/Germanic societies were demonstrably of
one racial stock, this “felicitous” condition must reflect the
exclusivist racial consciousness of the Golden Age
forefathers. The most outspoken voices for racial inclusion
in Ásatrú, however, tend to utilize materials drawn from the
tradition that are adapted to the context of contemporary
America. (Kaplan 1997, 76-7)
Ironically, as will be discussed further below, this modernist project seems to have
suffered the most from Kaplan’s publication of these studies. The debate over issues of
race has, since the time of Kaplan’s work, largely become politically incorrect within
Heathen communities. Widely recognized as a contentious and very divisive issue,
Ásatrúar largely seem to have taken Kaplan’s advice and toned down the debate over race
(often pointedly refusing to discuss the issue) to close the gaps between the various
varieties of Heathenry.
The Geneticist Theory
The second of Kaplan’s categories is an intermediate one, between the Modernists
and the Odinists. The racial mysticism and much of the ideology of Odinism is
incorporated in much more palatable terms and with the addition of the more devotional
and ritual tendencies of Ásatrú. Kaplan builds this category around Stephen McNallen’s
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conception of metagenetics, the idea that spiritual/religious and cultural characteristics
are passed along as part of one’s biological heritage. The category is largely synonymous
with the emic term “Folkish.” Folkish Heathens will generally fit Kaplan’s Geneticist
model. It is essentially the same category he investigated in his 1996 chapter in terms of
the Asatru Alliance.
For the adherents of Odinism and for the more racialist
adherents of Ásatrú, there is little doubt that the
transmission of the tradition and the sole criterion for
membership is through genetic inheritance (i.e., race). The
question of the transmission of tradition was just as
pertinent to Stephen McNallen in the earliest days of the
Viking Brotherhood or to later Ásatrú leaders such as Edred
Thorsson and Mike Murray as it is to these racialist
adherents. While some Ásatrúers assert that the genesis of
the reawakening of the tradition was a direct revelation
from the gods, for other Ásatrúers the question of origin is
not so straightforward. It is for this reason all the more
pressing. The primary theory which has evolved from the
movement to explain these imponderables is metagenetics.
(Kaplan 1997, 79-80)
The idea of metagenetics appears to have begun with
Stephen McNallen and first appeared in a brief, five-page
exposition in the original Runestone magazine. Since then,
the theory has been fleshed out considerably by Edred
Thorsson. What is perhaps most remarkable about
metagenetic theory is that, despite the high status of its
proponents and despite the considerable intellectual effort
that has been lavished on its formulation (particularly at the
hands of Thorsson), it has remarkably few adherents in
either Ásatrú or Odinism. Indeed, even those closest to
McNallen and Thorsson, Robert Stine and James Chisholm
respectively, evinced no interest in the idea. Despite this
isolation, the theory is of considerable interest and may one
day find its way out of the periphery of the Ásatrú and
Odinist world. (Kaplan 1997, 80)
While it is fairly obvious why “the antiracialists of the Ring of Troth” might find this idea
unacceptable, Kaplan points out that there was “no rush among Odinists or Ásatrú
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Alliance members to embrace the theory either” (Kaplan 1997, 81). It really is an
“. . . attempt to define a ‘middle way’ in racial terms” which turns out to be “uniquely
uninteresting to adherents on either side of the racialist divide” (Kaplan 1997, 83).
I would say that the conception of metagenetics has remained in much the same
role. It is still the articulated logic of Murray’s Asatru Alliance and McNallen’s Asatru
Folk Assembly, but is seldom invoked or discussed in broader circles by anyone other
than McNallen (or by detractors of his who are critical of the idea).
The Odinist Path
Kaplan’s third reconstructive strategy is one and the same as the Odinist category
he looked at in his previous work. Not nearly so concerned about mediating their
vision/mission with the mainstream or Paganism, Odinists instead share a porous and
fluid boundary with far-right Christian groups.
The Odinist path takes up where the Ásatrúers’ geneticist
path ends – with race. In this sense, Odinism is a religion of
race and of blood. The return of the gods is posited as the
culmination of an apocalyptic End Time drama that
liberally blends elements of Christian eschatology with the
Norse Ragnarök tradition. The return of the Golden Age
pantheon is a much-longed-for event in these dark days, for
the return of the gods will mean a return to the days of
racial purity, of harmony, and of universal happiness.
(Kaplan 1997, 85)
While “Odinists, like Ásatrúers, posit the tribal ethos of Germany and Scandinavia before
the coming of Christianity as a Golden Age,” Kaplan points out several differences
between Odinists and Ásatrúar:
•

“Unlike the Ásatrú community […] the Odinist seeks to reconstitute that golden
time virtually unchanged in the postapocalyptic modern world.”
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•

“The Odinist dream is of battle, of Valhalla, and of a world restored to the ancient
virtues of folk and tribe. That this dream is reminiscent of National Socialism is
no accident.”

•

“The borderline separating racialist Odinism and National Socialism is
exceedingly thin, and much of the material produced by racialist Odinism
contains explicit odes to Hitler and to the Third Reich” (Kaplan 1997, 85).

•

“… their powerful sense of conspiratorialism. For Odinists, there is no doubt as to
the identity of the enemy: in accord with the established orthodoxy of the racialist
right wing, it is the Jew who stands behind the evils of this world.”

•

“Not the least of these evils (in the Odinists view) is the lamentable condition of
the white race. Surrounded by hostile ‘aliens,’ brought low by the superhuman
machinations of the Jewish rulers of this world…

•

the Odinist – like the Identity Christian and the minister of the Church of the
Creator – sees the white race as nearing extinction.”

•

“It is with this self-view of the faithful as part of a dying righteous
remnant that the Odinist must choose between the same grim alternatives
as all other oppositional belief systems: to fight back against impossible
odds, or to withdraw and seek to preserve until such time as the gods deem
it propitious to join the new battle of Ragnarök” (Kaplan 1997, 86).

Regarding the fluidity of boundaries between racialist Christianity and Odinism:
As denizens of the cultic milieu, Odinists practice and
imaginative blend of ritual magic, ceremonial forms for
fraternal fellowship, and an ideological flexibility which
allows for a remarkable degree of syncretism with other
white supremacist appeals – National Socialism in
particular. Odinists ironically tend to subscribe to a number
of beliefs which are explicitly Christian. Anti-Semitism, for
example, would have puzzled the pagan-era Norse, as
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would have the various conspiratorial fantasies which are
ubiquitous to the radical right. (Kaplan 1997, 15)
I would add that the millenarianism Kaplan investigates in Odinism is, likewise, a
particularly Christian element which makes little sense in a specifically Heathen
reconstructionist context. In the context of a borderland between racialist Christianity and
racialist Heathenry however, it plays the convenient and highly functional role of easing
transition between the two movements.
The Question of Violence
Kaplan spends some time comparing the rhetoric and actuality of violence in the
various spectrum of Heathenry (and the other radical religious communities he looks at).
He discusses the rhetoric of violence as well as the rarer cases of actual enactment of
violence. He concludes that while most of these groups will occasionally, if not
frequently, engage in discourses of violence the actual enactment of violence is much
rarer and is dramatically more likely to involve the Odinist branch of Heathenry than any
of the other groups he investigated. In fact, he points out that the one real example of
Christian Identity violence that he looked at, the criminal organization known as The
Order, was actually led by an Odinist, Robert Matthews, and that “almost half of its core
membership was comprised of Odinists” (Kaplan 1997, 167).
Other millenarian groups, Kaplan concludes, may talk violence but when it comes
to action are more prone to sitting back and waiting for the end times. “Indeed, watching
is what millenarians do best. They watch for the signs of the End of Days” (Kaplan 1997,
168). In relation to Heathenry, “Ásatrúers will on occasion threaten violence – to each
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other – but even with the catalysts of strong drink and a surfeit of weapons, not one of
these occasional threats has been carried out” (Kaplan 1997, 169).
Odinists, however, present a more interesting case. At the
fringes of the movement, there is an identifiable subculture
that, given leadership, arms, and a ray of hope, does offer
some potential for genuine revolutionary violence. This
fringe appears to be comprised primarily of white
prisoners, skinheads, and adherents of the radical right for
whom Identity Christians are too old and too conservative
and for whom other racialist ideologies are too secular. It
was out of this milieu that the Order recruited key
adherents... (Kaplan 1997, 169)
More Alarmist Language
Much like in his previous essay, however, Kaplan goes on to give proscriptive
advice to his Heathen readers for which I see no justification.
The Ásatrú and Odinist communities are very young, and
the borders dividing them remain fluid. Just as it is no easy
task to demonstrate a definite point of demarcation between
the adherents of Odinism and the Ásatrú community, so too
is it daunting to attempt to delineate hard and fast divisions
between adherents of the two reconstructive strategies [...].
However, although some overlap is unavoidable, there are
clear differences in approach, and these cleavages are
important. Moreover, if history is any guide, these diverse
approaches to the reconstruction of the faith may well
harden as the community matures. If this occurs and
remedial steps are not taken, these differences may prove
more divisive than the issue of race. Indeed, it has over
time been theological questions such as these which have
often become the bases for the kind of sectarian divisions
that so often turn a religious community into warring
camps. If Ásatrú/Odinism in particular is to survive in the
face of the powerful opposition coalesced against it, these
sectarian tendencies must be avoided. (Kaplan 1997, 72
emphasis added)
Though Kaplan’s 1997 text is a more nuanced and complex look at Heathenry
than his 1996 chapter and he contributes a great deal to the then very new academic study
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of Heathenry, he continues, for no good reason I can discern, to insist on the importance
of healing the rift between Ásatrú and Odinism (not to mention the divide between
“modernist” and “geneticist” varieties of Ásatrú). His insightful investigation of
Heathenry as a borderland between other (seemingly contradictory) movements, ideas,
and social locations is very useful, but almost seems to contradict the importance he
places on maintaining and continuing this function. For myself, as a practicing Heathen,
it would be far preferable for there to be a clear distinction between the two rather than a
porous, invisible border that is easily traversable. I have trouble, frankly, imagining why
Kaplan might have argued otherwise. [And I mean that… I do not understand (or have a
good theory for) why Kaplan insisted the Heathen communities needed to be re-unified. I
cannot imagine why he would say this.]
I strongly suspect that Kaplan’s work has had a direct (and undesirable) influence
on the development of Heathenry. In the early 2000s the Troth’s policy on race has gone
from an antagonistic, anti-racist stance in opposition to the Folkish (Kaplan’s
“geneticist”) emphasis on race to a non-committal refusal to address the issue in any
meaningful way other than a denial of “racism” (the same tactic used by both Folkish
Ásatrúar and many Odinists), with the expressed purpose of being a more inclusive
umbrella organization for Heathens of all stripes. As Kaplan himself has pointed out, one
major source of the viability of Ásatrú “is found in the unusual concentration of genuine
scholarship with which Ásatrú has been blessed” (Kaplan 1997, 70). In other words,
Ásatrúar do read academic publications and take them seriously; they would most
definitely read academic works written about them. The only motivation I have been able
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to speculate at for the Troth lessening the very source of tension that gave it vitality and
social value for Heathens is Kaplan’s alarmist insistence that this divide must be healed if
the movement is to survive.
While the contemporary adherents of Odinism and Ásatrú
would appear to be traveling in opposite directions – from
early brotherhood to battle – it is the wyrd (fate) of both to
reside together in the borderland linking the worlds of the
occult with the white supremacist constellation. (Kaplan
1997, 17-18)
Graham Harvey
Perhaps the Pagan Studies book with the most substantial analysis of
contemporary Heathenry, Harvey’s Contemporary Paganism: Religions of the Earth from
Druids and Witches to Heathens and Ecofeminists is now in its second edition (2011).
The first edition was published in 1997. One of the first (non-Heathen15) scholars to use
emic Heathen terminology (such as “Heathen” and “Heathenry”) rather than trying to
apply categories from outside. Rather than “Odinism” (for all of Heathenry),
“Nordic/Norse Paganism,” “racist Paganism,” etc., he refers to Heathens as “Heathens”
(using the terms they use for themselves). “Heathenry” and “Heathenism” appear to be
used interchangeably. He explains his choice of terminology by saying, “many, though
not all, such people and groups prefer to name themselves Heathen rather than Pagan;
often associating both names with the ‘natural’ or wild places but seeing the former as
originating in Germanic languages and the latter in Latin” (Harvey 2011, p53).
15

Not explicitly Heathen at least. Harvey is a Pagan who pursues a sense of indigeneity and a connection
with the many and plural divine forces of nature, so I have no doubt he has close, personal Heathen
friends. His knowledgeable coverage of Heathenry makes this even more likely. Conceivably, Harvey
might even think of himself as Heathen on occasion, but simply not be willing to claim all of what
comes with the term. I have spoken with more than one openly Pagan scholar who finds themselves
confronted with that issue.
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He recognizes Heathenry as a distinct variety of Contemporary Paganism.
Regarding the notoriety of Heathenry and Race, Harvey says:
Some Heathen groups lay considerable stress on race. They
assert that Heathenry is the aboriginal or indigenous
tradition of the Anglo-Saxon or Teutonic peoples. Some
make it clear that they consider other indigenous traditions
to be equally valid for other peoples, and that they are not
claiming a racial or religious superiority. Others object
strongly to multi-culturalism and to the blend of cultures
and traditions caused by the mix of peoples in the
contemporary world. Yet others suggest there is something
in the collective unconscious of people of northern
European descent which gives them a greater affinity with
runes, Heathen deities and Heathenry itself. These views
may overlap or they may be carefully distinguished, but
most heathens now distance themselves from such views.
Most refuse to distinguish a stress on race from racism.
Heathens have become increasingly vociferous in rejecting
the politically right-wing and generally conservative
practices and views on gender, ethnicity, politics and
history of their “lunatic fringe”. Other kinds of Pagan have
not yet fully appreciated this development and can continue
to associate Heathenry with right-wing and racist groups.
(Harvey 2011, 66-7)
Perhaps in England Heathens are so vociferous, but not in the U.S. certainly. And I doubt
they are in England either. Is this a case of Pagan apologetics? People can evade the term
“race” and still play racial projects. This is most likely the sort of thing Barbara Davy is
criticizing when she says that Harvey presents the issue of racism in Heathenry as how he
wished it were rather than how it really was (see below).
There is continuing debate among Heathens about the
degree to which the Nazis were inspired by Heathen
traditions. The undeniable use of runes by some Nazis does
not necessarily mean that their entire ideology was
Heathen. On the other hand, the fact that some rune-users
were persecuted does not mean that the Nazis had no
interest in the runes. It seems clear that the Nazis drew on
whatever sources might appear to justify their power and
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their actions, but that their ideology was formed from a
blend of traditional Christian anti-Judaism, enlightenment
anti-semitism, nineteenth century notions of “race”, early
twentieth century Social Darwinism, and German
nationalism. The closest this comes to Heathenry is in
Wagner’s patriotic and Nietzschean versions of the sagas
and mythology of the Teutonic peoples, and Guido von
List’s eccentric version and interpretation of the runes.
People who are drawn to the deities and traditions of the
Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Germanic peoples often take a
clear stand concerning the racial ideas now commonly
associated with the tradition. The majority would rather
stress what attracts them and their co-religionists to
Heathenry: e.g., its’ wealth of powerful and evocative
stories and symbols. (Harvey 2011, 67)
Regarding taking a clear stand: there are reasons for that. But there are also powerful
projects to obfuscate it. He may be basing his observations on a particular British
community. But even in England, I know his picture is too rosy; unless all the Folkish
and/or Odinists/Wotanists are “not real Heathens” in his eyes.
Harvey’s conclusions regarding Heathenry are that,
Undoubtedly some Heathens hold views on race and
sexuality which are to the right of the political centre.
These matters make their relationship with other Heathens
and wider Paganism difficult. On the other hand, some
groups nuance these views carefully and most now reject
them altogether. More positively, Heathenism has much to
teach Pagans about the value and power of a selfconsciously polytheistic tradition. Many Pagans moderate
their polytheism with the confusing claim that “all
Goddesses are one Goddess”. Heathens are aware that
polytheism encourages the celebration of the ordinary facts
of life. Some Heathens have become increasingly involved
in ecology and in “shamanic” practices/ They are spending
more time around fires, on hills, heaths and in the woods –
both celebrating their tradition and protecting the land.
Some are rediscovering ancient ecstatic and trance
traditions and techniques. The contentious aspects of
Heathenism can be seen as a human-centered conversation
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about race and a male-centered conversation about power.
The deities of importance to Heathens and the respectful
celebration of the living world engage them in
conversations with a far wider community of wights. In
such ways Heathens are listening to the diverse voices of
the living Earth. (Harvey 2011, 69).
Clearly Harvey is sympathetic to Heathenry. He approves of the Heathen emphasis on
radical polytheism. He only hesitantly wants to mention anything about the more
problematic aspects of the religion.
Michael Strmiska
Michael Strmiska was not the first scholar to write about contemporary
Heathenry. He was however, the first scholar to look at Heathenry in any great depth and
with any substantial degree of personal involvement or sympathy. Strmiska is also one of
the more prolific scholars of Heathenry, whose writings include both some of the earlier
and some of the most recent scholarly works on the topic. Over more than a decade of
publishing on Heathenry, Strmiska’s attitudes toward and analysis of U.S. Heathenry
have changed dramatically, from a sympathetic and inquisitive outsider, to insider
apologist, and finally to a harshly critical (and bitter) outsider; and he gives us an account
of how and why this occurred.
Strmiska’s first publication on the topic of Heathenry was his 2000 article “Ásatrú
in Iceland: The Rebirth of Nordic Paganism?” The primary focus of the essay is, as the
name indicates, on Ásatrú in Iceland, not in the United States, which is the focus of this
dissertation. However, he does mention U.S. Heathenry in a not-so-positive light.
For the first time among the scholars we have investigated, Strmiska has an
acknowledged personal involvement with the subject.
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My interest in Ásatrú is both academic and personal. As a
religious studies scholar en route to a Ph.D., my primary
field of study, after a number of twists and turns, has
emerged as comparative Indo-European religion and
mythology, within which I have become increasingly
enamored with the pre-Christian myths and religions of
Northern Europe. Out of this interest, I have pursued
contacts with Neopagan groups claiming to represent
continuation or recreation of the bygone Pagan heritage.
(Strmiska 2000, 107)
His involvement (or at least the admission of it) is somewhat hesitant. Yet he is adamant
about being more than a detached observer. “[M]y attitude has been one of positive
interest,” he says, “with full acknowledgment of my personal affection for the old
traditions with which the group associates itself. I can therefore make no pretense of
being a detached, distant, or overly critical observer,” (Strmiska 2000, 108).
Also of interest is the inclusion of the first hints of what will become a major
theme for Strmiska: a contrasting of U.S. vs. Icelandic approaches to Heathenry. Here
Strmiska discusses his first introduction to Heathenry in the United States:
My first such contact, some twelve years ago, was very
nearly my last. I ordered and received some publications
from a Nordic Neopagan group based in Florida, and the
materials were filled with racist, Neo-Nazi rhetoric that I
found thoroughly disgusting. I discarded the materials,
seeing no need for further communication with this group.
The experience was a good introduction to the right-wing,
racist form of American Nordic Neopaganism that Jeffrey
Kaplan has so very well documented, and I felt no desire to
seek out any other Nordic Neopagan groups for almost ten
years. (Strmiska 2000, 107)
Interestingly, this is one of the few times, maybe the only time, that Strmiska so much as
admits the existence of this “right-wing, racist form of American Nordic Neopaganism”
mentioned by Kaplan. Kaplan called this sort of Heathenry “Odinism,” and his project
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was to differentiate this branch of the movement from the at-least less racialist “Ásatrú”
branch, but Strmiska never (in any of his writings) addresses this term, perhaps
considering that extreme of the movement insufficiently legitimate to even be worth
addressing. (This issue will be addressed further below, in the conclusion of this write-up
of Strmiska.)
During a Fullbright study in Iceland, he discovered that the Icelandic Ásatrúar
were not like this. This distinction, between his disappointment with / distrust of
American Ásatrú in contrast to his admiration for and respect of Icelandic/European
Ásatrú, is one of the defining characteristics of Strmiska’s ongoing work with Heathenry.
From his first published essay this theme begins to emerge, though it took him a number
of years to clarify his response to this dichotomy.
In 2005, Strmiska was the editor of a volume on Contemporary Paganism entitled
Modern Paganism in World Cultures. The volume contained two essays focusing on
Heathenry, one by Jenny Blain on sacred places and British Heathenry, and another by
Strmiska and Baldur A. Sigurvinsson comparing Ásatrú in the United States with Ásatrú
in Iceland. His introduction to the volume includes a discussion of the role of eighteenth
and nineteenth century German Romanticism and resultant nationalisms in the beginning
of interest in reviving “pagan” religions. He is referring to Paganisms broadly in this
discussion, but emphasizes several terms and issues particularly important to the history
of Heathenry.
The first trickles of popular interest in pre-Christian
religious traditions of the European past came in the form
of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Romanticism and
national independence liberation movements. Scholars and
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intellectuals such as Johann Gottfried von Herder (17441803) and the brothers Jakob and Willhelm Grimm
generated interest across Europe in collecting,
documenting, and preserving folk songs, traditional
customs, and other forms of folklore among the peasantry
and lower classes, as these folkloric traditions were felt to
embody the unique “folk-soul” or spirit of a given people,
ethnic group, or nation. The development of cultural selfconsciousness gave rise to movements for ethnic, cultural,
and ultimately, national self-determination. (Strmiska 2005,
42)
The “folk-soul” is incredibly important to understanding Heathenry and the
behavior/beliefs of Heathens. An embodiment of a “Folk” that is bigger and more
powerful/special entity/body that one can join with, participate in, in a way that makes all
the triviality, failure, and weakness of a single human life, as lived, feel like so much
more by association.
One of Strmiska’s contributions to the volume is an essay, co-authored with
Baldur Sigurvinsson, entitled “Ásatrú: Nordic Paganism in Iceland and America.” In this
essay Strmiska and Sigurvinsson set out to compare Ásatrú in the United States to Ásatrú
in Iceland. However, despite the comparative agenda, more than ¾ of the essay (36 pages
out of 47) focuses particularly on Heathenry in the United States; leaving only a ten-page
section at the end to address Icelandic Heathenry, and a one-page brief comparison of the
two. Essentially, the essay is primarily a descriptive account of U.S. Heathenry,16
16

He is familiar with at least some of the various, often confusing, terms Heathens use to describe and
differentiate themselves. He briefly discusses a few of them to clarify his usage.
Most modern Nordic Pagans speak of their religions as Asatru
(believing in or trusting in the ancient gods) and of themselves as
Asatruar (Asatru believers); alternately, they refer to themselves as
Heathens (the ancient Germanic term for non-Christians) and their
religion as Heathenry. The terms Nordic Paganism, Asatru, and
Heathenry will be used interchangeably in this discussion. (Strmiska
and Sigurvinsson, 128)
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including some critical analysis and five individuals profiled as case-studies/examples,
with a brief comparative segue to Iceland tacked on at the end.
If there is a thesis to the large chunk of the article that focuses on U.S. Heathenry,
it is the claim that “The pride in ethnic heritage felt by Nordic Pagans should not be
mislabeled as racism, nor should devotion to Nordic culture be flatly equated with
Nazism” (Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 128). They argued that other scholars had
overemphasized the racism and Nazism in Heathenry (citing specifically Kaplan and
Gardell) and that the few racists in the mix were firmly denounced and marginalized by
the rest.
Of the American Nordic Pagans interviewed for this article,
one is a lesbian with an Asian lover, another participates in
a Nordic Pagan association with an African American
member, and yet another has adopted Korean children
whom he encourages to investigate their Korean spiritual
and cultural heritage and only become Heathen if they feel
a strong motivation to do so. These are hardly the profiles
of would-be Nazi goose steppers. (Strmiska and
Sigurvinsson, 128)
Strmiska and Sigurvinsson are aware of criticisms of racism in Heathenry and take some
time to address the issue, largely by dismissing it. They use some common rhetorical
strategies to try to deny Heathenry’s problem with race. One is to make a distinction
between a legitimate celebration of “ethnicity” and the questionable celebration of
“racism.” The other is to point out individual exceptions to the rule. As if these somehow
deny the rule.
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History of the Movement
Strmiska and Sigurvinsson’s account of Heathen history presents a rather strong
version of the myth of contemporary origins, heavily emphasizing the independent
“inspiration” of Heathen groups around the world.
The Icelandic, American, and British Nordic religion
revival associations of the early 1970s were not in contact
with each other nor even aware of each other’s existence.
Each had separately arrived at the same inspiration – that
the Pagan religious traditions of the Nordic past should be
revived for the benefit of modern people. (Strmiska and
Sigurvinsson, 127)
This telling of the myth is much more enthusiastic than Adler’s. It sounds much more like
McNallen’s own version, almost hinting at the divine providence of “wind blowing
through the World Tree.” As we shall see in the following chapter, they were mistaken in
their belief that there was no previous contact between many of these groups (there were
already Odinists and Odinist communities in the United States, who knew each other
existed). For Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, though, as for so many other scholars
investigated here, Heathenry sprang up out of nowhere in the early 1970s.
In Iceland, the poet and farmer Sveinbojorn Beinteinsson
and a group of friends, many of them also poets and
devotees of early Icelandic literature, formed the
association known as Asatruarfelagid, “the fellowship of
those who trust in the ancient gods,” often abbreviated as
Asatru (Strmiska 2000). In the United States, Stephen
McNallen and Robert Stine formed the Viking
Brotherhood, which was soon renamed the Asatru Folk
Alliance. In Britain, John Yeowell and associates formed
the Committee for the Restoration of the Odinic Rite
(Kaplan 1997). These Nordic Pagan revival organizations
of the 1970s have since branched and split as larger
numbers of people have become involved and introduced
new ideas and sometimes divergent directions, while
remaining united in their devotion to the religious and
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cultural traditions preserved in the ancient literature of
Iceland and other Nordic nations. (Strmiska and
Sigurvinsson, 127-28).
The details cited here are generally accurate, but the overall story has a biased spin that
makes it hard to see through to what is excluded on the other side. As will be discussed in
much more detail in the next chapter, the 1970s worldwide revival of Heathenry was
hardly without precedent, and was, in fact, part of an ongoing religious tradition dating
back to the Romantic revivals of the previous century in Germany.
They also provide an account of the collapse of the original AFA.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, as Jeffrey Kaplan has
chronicled, the AFA was bedeviled by the persistent efforts
of white supremacists and Neo-Nazis, including members
of the American Nazi Party, to infiltrate the organization
and steer it into an overtly racist direction. Whereas
McNallen and Stine were dedicated to a celebration of
Scandinavian-Germanic culture and heritage and a revival
of spiritual and ritual elements of that heritage, the NeoNazis were intent on hijacking the AFA agenda to promote
a religious justification of white supremacy and Germanic
superiority. After many exhausting clashes with such NeoNazi infiltrators and financial and organizational
difficulties, McNallen and Stine pulled the plug on the
original AFA in 1987. However, they17 eventually
introduced a new organization with the same initials as the
old: the Asatru Folk Assembly (Kaplan 1997, 18-20).
(Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 133)
Strmiska and Sigurvinsson specifically link the end of the original AFA with the effort of
Neo-Nazis to infiltrate the movement. They depict McNallen and Stine as resisting this
effort, and burning out as a result.18

17

I have never seen any other indication that Bob Stine was involved in the new AFA, especially as a
founder/leader (as implied here). My (limited) personal interactions with him led me to believe
otherwise.

18

In personal communications with Stine, he blamed an economic recession for the collapse of the AFA.
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The end of the original AFA, however, only led to the expansion and
diversification of Heathenry in the U.S.
Though the disbanding of the original AFA might have
appeared to be a bad omen for the future of Asatru in the
United States, McNallen and Stine had planted seeds that
would take firm root. Those seeds would give rise to a
veritable forest of seedlings and saplings in the sense of
Asatru and Heathen organizations both large and small that
are now, some two decades later, growing to maturity. Two
new Asatru umbrella organizations – the Ring of Troth,
later to be known simply as the Troth,19 and the Asatru
Alliance – were founded in the 1990s. Together with the
AFA’s new incarnation as the Asatru Folk Assembly, the
Troth and the Alliance have succeeded in attracting new
generations of Americans to Asatru/Heathenry, with the
advent of the World Wide Web and Internet discussion
groups in the mid-1990s greatly facilitating the spread of
modern Nordic Paganism. (Strmiska and Sigurvinsson,
133)
They emphasize both the growing diversity of the movement and the (perhaps surprising)
commonalities that nonetheless hold the expanding movement together at its core.
“Though these various organizations have sometimes been rivals and even enemies, it is
indisputable that they share many common features” (Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 133).
People from both extremes of this sort of Heathenry still share:
1) “a singular devotion to the same Nordic cultural and
spiritual heritage”
2) study of “the same literary sources from Iceland and
other Nordic nations”
They just could not financially support it anymore.
19

According to numerous Troth members I have spoken to over the years (and as a former Troth member
myself) the organization has always been called simply “the Troth.” However, the name “Ring of
Troth” has been used so frequently, both by members and others, that trying to correct people on the
distinction is generally more exhausting than effective.
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3) worship of “the same gods”
4) “the same rituals of Sumbel and Blot”
5) and “taking equal pride in re-creating the lifestyle of
Nordic people of the past”
(Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 133)
Perhaps in part because of the ambiguity of the “European” identities being
reconstructed, the diverse political and identification projects (racial, national, religious,
etc.) can be combined into a single “Heathen” identification, which therefore becomes a
site of intense contesting and negotiating of ideologies of what it means to be “white,”
“European,” “American,” and various other categories of identification that overlap with
and shape the category of “Heathen.”
Controversies and Divisions
Strmiska and Sigurvinsson appear to be the first scholars of Heathenry to
articulate the “Folkish” vs. “Universalist” divide as such. They distinguished between:
•

“Universalists” – a “primarily cultural” approach to the “heritage” Heathens are
trying to reconstruct, and

•

“Folkish” Heathenry – a “genetic or racial” approach to the conception of
Heathen “heritage.”
Nordic Pagan associations were described as folkish if they
restricted membership in Asatru or Heathenry to Northern
European “folk,” that is, people of Northern European
ancestry, with some reference to nineteenth-century
Romantic ideas of each nation possessing a collective
“folk-soul.” The universalist label applied to those who
believed in allowing anyone to join a Heathen or Asatru
association, regardless of racial or ethnic background, if the
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person demonstrated a sincere interest in Asatru – if, in a
phrase encountered many times in the course of interviews,
people felt a definite “pull” to the ancient Nordic gods.
(Strminska and Sigurvinsson, 135)
Gardell and Kaplan both seem to have been unaware of the concept of “universalism” in
Heathenry, though in some senses it might be seen to loosely correspond to the antiracist/modernist categories. They both, along with Dobratz, did discuss the influence of
völkisch thought on Heathenry and make mention of Heathen usage of the term “folk”
and the concept of a “folk-soul.”
Strmiska and Sigurvinsson give the new AFA and the Asatru Alliance as examples
of the folkish perspective, the Troth as a universalist one. They point out that some
Heathens have “mocked the universalist-oriented Troth as ‘Wiccatru,’ meaning an unholy
combination of Asatru and Wicca” (Strminska and Sigurvinsson, 135), demonstrating the
fact that folkish Heathens can be skeptical of whether “Universalists” are legitimately
Heathen at all.
Strmiska and Sigurvinsson also present what they see as a third and fourth option:
•

3rd position: “[B]oth genetic and cultural,” an “ethnic” religion that can also be
passed to “others” culturally (Strminska and Sigurvinsson, 135). This position
seems to be what Gardell articulates as the “ethnic position” in contrast to the
“radical racist” perspective, and I am a bit unclear about their distinguishing of
this from the folkish view. Perhaps this should be understood as a “soft” folkish
perspective? In my experience, most Folkish Heathens (in contrast to Odinists)
have tended to voice this view.
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•

4th position: The gods actually exist. They call whom they wish (Strminska and
Sigurvinsson, 135). Again, I’m not sure how they are distinguishing this from the
Universalist perspective. My experience is that this view is a common, if not
foundational component of “Universalist” Heathenry.
When I was most heavily involved in the Heathen scene in the U.S. Midwest (mid

1990s through early 2000s) this was the division that was of most profound and identityshaping significance. There were “the Folkish” and “the Universalists.” The camps were
posed antagonistically to each other (as described in scary terms by Kaplan) and it was
imperative as a Heathen to be able to articulate where you stood in relation to the divide.
As emphasized here though:
[A] neat division of these organizations and the many
smaller groups and persons affiliated with these large
associations into folkish versus universalist, racist versus
nonracist groups is not accurate, however tempting it may
be for those seeking neat categories and classifications. The
issues involved in the folkish-versus-universalist debate are
not settled points of doctrine in any of these organizations
but are in fact under continual discussion in all of these
communities. An appropriate comparison could be made
with the never-ending debates in Judaism about who is
entitled to be a Jew and under what conditions and with
what restrictions a non-Jewish person may convert to
Judaism. (Strminska and Sigurvinsson, 135)
As also pointed out by Kaplan, there is no clear distinguishing line between the various
Heathen camps. (See the venn diagram earlier in the chapter.) People move back and
forth and frequently inhabit the borderlands between them. They observed that “members
of different Nordic Pagan communities are often in friendly communication with each
other, regardless of the supposed ideological divisions” and that “the commonalities
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among diverse Nordic Pagans generally far outweigh the issues that divide them”
(Strminska and Sigurvinsson, 135-6).
Like Gardell, Strmiska and Sigurvinsson insist that the “ethnic” pride of the
Folkish is not a variety of racial supremacy.
It should be noted that even among the more exclusive or
folkish Nordic Pagans, the concern with promoting the
cultural and spiritual heritage that they see as a cultural
and/or genetic inheritance from Northern European
ancestors is not an assertion of superiority over other
peoples with other ethnic traditions, nor is it a call for
hatred against other peoples and their traditions. (Strminska
and Sigurvinsson, 136).
It is notable that these authors seem blissfully unaware of the very existence of Odinism
or the “radical racist” varieties of Heathenry (much less their historical influences on the
development of Heathenry). This apologetic approach is one that Strmiska at least would
come to regret in later years (see below).
“European Ambiguities”
One of the notable contributions of Strmiska and Sigurvinsson to academic
discourse on Heathenry, which they do not sufficiently elaborate on, is their observation
of the invented, ahistoric identification of many modern Heathens.
When Nordic Pagans in the United States speak of their
European origins or ancestors, there is a certain ambiguity
in terms of what Nordic Paganism is, where it came from,
and whom it is for. It is common for Nordic Pagans to
describe Asatru or Heathenry in very broad and general
terms as being the religious expression of the cultural
heritage of “Northern European” peoples or even, as in the
Runestone passage noted earlier, of “European descended”
peoples. Considering the diversity of nations and language
groups that have existed in Europe and even Northern
Europe from ancient times to the present, the lack of
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precision about which particular linguistic or cultural group
the modern religion is derived from or related to is striking.
There seems to be a tendency among many Nordic Pagans
to “essentialize” Northern Europe and sometimes Europe in
general as the “land of our ancestors,” without actually
explaining which ancestors in which land, speaking which
language, and so forth. (Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 137)
Though they do not elaborate much on this observation, it points notably toward the
relationship between Heathenry and racial projects of whiteness. The authors were
probably loath to delve very far into this detail, as it strains their apologetic approach to
Heathenry and race. What this observation amounts to is a recognition that Heathens tend
to be more concerned about their common-sense affiliation as “white” than they do about
any real, historical, linguistic, or cultural connections to any sort of real European
identification. Being white means being “European” (or “European descended”) in some
general, highly non-specific sense that has little, if any, connection to either
contemporary or historical European peoples, nationalities, or cultures (a.k.a.
“ethnicities”).
As most Nordic Pagans center their religion on the worship
of Odin, Thor, and other gods found in the Old NorseIcelandic literature, what seems to be occurring is a use of
the religious heritage of one particular part of Northern
Europe as a convenient shorthand way of respecting the
collective religious heritage of a more diverse set of past
peoples and cultures, that of pre-Christian Northern Europe
or even Europe in general. (Strminska and Sigurvinsson,
137)
In other words, a project of American “whiteness,” taken for granted by many U.S.
Heathens (among others) replaces the diversity of European identifications with a
singular “Northern European” identification (a.k.a. “white). (This concurs with and
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supports Goodrich-Clarke’s argument (below) that neo-völkisch movements in the U.S.
have shifted their emphasis from German nationalism to white nationalism.)
The general vagueness of American Nordic Pagan views of
the Northern European “homeland” is a poignant
commentary on the distance that divides American
Heathens and Asatru followers from the lands of their
spiritual ancestors, but it also helps to mediate conflicting
definitions of Nordic heritage and divergent loyalties
toward different specific regions of Northern Europe.
(Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, 137)
They do, however, observantly point out that this unification/simplification of
“European” identifications allows for a wide variety of projects (and occasionally more
specific identifications that do focus on cultural or linguistic distinctions) to be seen as
one larger unified project of identification (a sort of contemporary Heathen ethnicity).
In 2007 Strmiska published “Putting the Blood Back into Blót: The Revival of
Animal Sacrifice in Modern Nordic Paganism.” In this article Strmiska investigates the
phenomenon of animal sacrifice in contemporary Heathenry. The practice is rare among
contemporary Heathens, but is clearly attested in the lore. He looks particularly at Mike
Smith, Galina Krasskova, and Ronald Bragga and their history with contemporary
sacrifice. He gives a good account of Krasskova’s controversial relationship with Raven
Kaldera (a transsexual seithworker who worships the jotun (“giants,” approximately
“demons” per more conventional Heathen views), uses sado-massochism in his ritual and
spirituality, and denies being Heathen).
By 2012, when he wrote the paper “On Becoming a Pariah: One Scholar’s
Journey from Apologist to Critic to Persona Non Grata,” Strmiska had changed his mind
about the approach he took seven years earlier. He began his career, by his own
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admission, trying to explain away and marginalize the critical approaches of previous
scholarship. In this paper, he describes how he went from defensive advocate, to critical
international comparativist, to a pariah to the Heathen community. As the first scholar to
do in-depth work on Heathenry who did not focus primarily on racism,20 it is somewhat
ironic (and telling) that he then comes to such a bitter conclusion regarding the topic.
While never formally affiliated with any particular Ásatrú
group, I did for some years consider myself a member of
this movement. My attitude toward and assessment of the
movement has shifted in tandem with my personal
experiences, which raises many questions and problems of
method and perspective that I continue to grapple with.
(Strmiska 2012, 1)
He states that his 2000 and 2005 publications,
can be fairly criticized for being overly apologetic to the
movement, as I tended to downplay and de-emphasize the
more problematic aspects of Ásatrú, particularly the
elements of racist sentiment and white supremacist
ideology that other scholars like Jeff Kaplan and Mattias
Gardell had called attention to in their publications.
He explains why his earlier work was so apologetic.
In writing my first articles, I felt that the best contribution I
could make to scholarly understanding of Ásatrú was to
counterbalance Kaplan and Gardell by calling attention to
other, more appealing and inspiring sides of Ásatrú.
(Strmiska 2012, 1)
As a Heathen myself, I can certainly sympathize. I took this position too, and encouraged
it in others, until I began to study the issue myself in more detail. I know from personal
conversation that other Heathen scholars of Heathenry have struggled with this issue as
well. We want to present the religion we practice in a positive light, to focus on the things
20

Graham Harvey’s fifteen-page chapter on Heathenry did come first (1979), but did not go to quite the
same depths.
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that draw us to the movement rather than the elements we find distasteful if not
abhorrent. Of course. But that impetus can easily lead to evasion and unintended
misinformation.
For Strmiska, much of this struggle involves navigating the differences between
the Icelandic and European approaches to the reconstruction of Heathenry, and the
approaches taken by American Heathens. In Iceland, he found a variety of Heathenry
which he found more appealing and comfortable than the variety he found in his own
home country (the United States).
The kinds of racial and ethnic identity issues that are so
evident in American Ásatrú are not really much of a factor
in Icelandic Ásatrú. This is no doubt partly because ethnic
identity in such a homogeneous country with so little
immigration is obvious, unambiguous and uncontested, but
also because Icelandic Ásatrúar were intensely aware of the
racist and neo-Nazi leanings of Ásatrú in other countries
and took great pains to distance themselves from such
racialized constructions. The Icelandic Ásatrúar focused on
celebrating cultural heritage and the sacredness of nature
while seeking new forms of artistic expression for the
spirituality and values of the past. I was much impressed by
their sense of humor, laughing at themselves and their gods
even while finding great personal meaning in engaging in
ancient rituals of communion with the gods. (Strmiska
2012, 1-2)
Returning home with a new understanding of how Heathenry could be done, he began
investigating U.S. Heathenry with a much more sympathetic and hopeful attitude. He
quickly ran into some challenges however.
Returning to America to interview a variety of members of
Ásatrú, I was impressed by all my interviewees’ passion
and dedication, but found myself uncomfortable with the
viewpoints that some of them expressed on ethnic identity
and military issues. I began to worry about how the
privileging of Northern European background in a society
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with a long history of racial injustice could contradict the
stated willingness to be open to people of all ethnic
backgrounds and instead provide a platform for ideologies
of white supremacy or racial separatism. (Strmiska 2012, 23)
Though hints at this difficulty can be found in his earlier works, he was clearly trying to
give U.S. Heathens the benefit of doubt, hoping that they would rise to his ideals. Slowly,
however, he began to realize that, in the U.S. at least, his views and priorities were
probably not the norm. “I realized unhappily that my respondents’ militaristic version of
Ásatrú as a ‘warrior religion’ was something that might have very wide appeal in the
America of the 21st century” (Strmiska 2012, 3).
Further exploration of other varieties of European Heathenry further heightened
his discomfort with the Heathenry of his own country.
In 2004 and 2005, I developed friendly relations with
members of a German Ásatrú group, the Eldaring. Their
espousal of a peaceful, pro-environmental, non-militaristic
form of Ásatrú seemed to scrupulously avoid privileging
German or Nordic ethnic identity, even while being
grounded in Northern European ethnic traditions. I began to
wonder if the Ásatrú of America and the Ásatrú of Europe
might be entirely different species. (Strmiska 2012, 3)
The approaches to what was important about Heathenry, and which parts should therefore
be the emphasis of reconstruction, seemed to him to be very different on one side of the
Atlantic versus the other. And it was not a difference he was pleased by. As this
distinction became more and more clear to him, he decided to act.
Casting aside my previous hesitation, I now chose to speak
up directly, confident that my critique of right-wing
tendencies and my call for a peaceful, artistic, proenvironmental, anti-racist and anti-militaristic American
Ásatrú would cause others of like mind to flock to my side.
This did not happen. I found myself isolated and attacked
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in the online Ásatrú world. I had become a pariah, no
longer invited to events and no longer receiving responses
to inquiries. I largely ceased participating on American
Ásatrú internet forums, as the response to anything I might
say had become so negative and insulting. I chose instead
to create a blog entitled The Political Pagan where I have
continued to air my concerns and reflections. (Strmiska
2012, 4)
In the fall of 2010 Strmiska developed and administered an online survey to
compare Heathen political attitudes to those of other U.S. Pagans.
The survey results, along with visits to Ásatrú groups in
Norway in 2007 and Sweden in 2009, solidified my view
that a crucial split has developed between two varieties of
Ásatrú, one with left-wing tendencies and one with rightwing, an Ásatrú of the Left centered in Northern Europe,
and an Ásatrú of the Right in the USA. The Ásatrú of the
Left refrains from glorifying war and militarism, while this
is central to the Ásatrú of the Right. The Ásatrú of the
Right is very concerned with defending European traditions
and genes from immigrant interlopers, while the Ásatrú of
the Left is striving for a more ethnically open tradition that
embraces social diversity. The Ásatrú of the Left locates its
core spirituality in the sacredness of nature, while the
Ásatrú of the Right focuses more on warrior honor and
individual liberty. (Strmiska 2012, 5-6)
This conclusion is based at least in part on his personal experiences with the Heathen
communities in question.
Switching from a scholarly style that tended to flatter my
subjects of study to one that offered as much criticism as
praise took me on an emotionally exhausting voyage in
which I lost friends and gained enemies. However, even as
my new, more confrontational stance caused a deterioration
in my relations with American Ásatrúar, it strengthened my
ties with European Ásatrúar, who shared many of my
concerns and who trusted me all the more for daring to
express them. And so, while one bridge was burned,
another was built up. (Strmiska 2012, 7)
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He has seen himself largely rejected from the U.S. Heathen scene, while his relationships
with European Heathens have deepened and strengthened.
General Discussion of Strmiska
Michael Strmiska is not only a valuable source of scholarship on Heathenry, but is
also a valuable case study himself, in his shifting role from intrigued outsider, to
apologetic somewhat-insider, then again to bitter, disillusioned pariah. Throughout, he
seems to be approaching the material from a Pagan perspective:
•

An American graduate student enthusiastically and supportively investigating an
exotic foreign religion based on the mythology he loved (2000).

•

Editor of a book (Modern Paganism in World Cultures) which located Heathenry
as a subset of the larger Pagan development (2005).

•

Self-designation as Pagan after his clear split with Heathenry (2012).
Strmiska is an in-between case, sometimes sort-of Heathen, but participating more

fully (and much more comfortably) in the larger Pagan constellation. His dramatic
struggles with and changes of view regarding Heathenry in the U.S. are reflective of a
larger tendency among scholars of contemporary Paganism; strong discomfort and
confusion with how to make sense of a “pagan” religion that is so very, very different
from (and frequently conflicting with) the prototypical theological and social concerns of
Paganism. As Strmiska did, Pagan scholars attempting to investigate Heathenry from a
sympathetic perspective tend to dismiss the racist/racialist elements of the movement as a
distinct and marginalized minority. Strmiska, at least, has come to regret that stance.
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Though thorough and accurate in many respects, he can never seem to come to a
nuanced understanding of the role of race in U.S. Heathenry. In 2000 he had discounted
U.S. Heathens (probably Odinists?) as rabid racists. In 2005 he gives a thorough and
apologetic account of U.S. Heathenry that does bring out the Folkish vs. Universalist
division, but never even acknowledges the existence of Odinism. Then in 2012 he
determines (essentially) that European Heathens are okay, but U.S. Heathens are rightwing militaristic racists.
Problem 1: U.S. Heathenry is Monolithic (and opposed to European/Icelandic)
One problem with Strmiska’s approach is that he tends to categorize U.S.
Heathenry as a single, relatively monolithic phenomenon. He contrasts U.S. Ásatrú with
Icelandic Ásatrú. He appears quite uninterested in the differences within U.S. Heathenry
on the topic of race (except for sort of in 2005, when he (and Sigurvinsson) are the first to
discuss the “Folkish” vs. “Universalist” divide in those terms). His personal experience
appears to back up some version of this comparison. And I cannot say my own
experiences can entirely discount it. However, it is an oversimplification, and Strmiska
seems convinced that the battle for the soul of American Heathenry is already lost (if it
was ever more than a token struggle to begin with). That is not something I am quite
willing to concede. If nothing else, Strmiska’s characterization of U.S. Heathenry in
monolithic terms elides the efforts and struggles of U.S. anti-racist Heathens to challenge
these very real tendencies within the movement(s).
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Problem 2: Objecting to Heathenry as Not What He Wants It to Be
Another problem with Strmiska’s approach is that he is objecting to Heathenry not
being what he wants it to be. Some of this corresponds with my own critiques of racial
nationalism, yet others go well beyond this to even more central critiques of Heathenry.
Some of this looks like a critique of Heathenry for not being sufficiently “Pagan.”
Strmiska’s 2003 intro chapter emphasizes that Pagans in Europe tend to be more
concerned with ethnicity than do Pagans in the U.S. or Britain; yet this then gets flipped
in the case of Heathenry, where U.S. Heathens become increasingly characterized as
racial nationalists (“ethnicity” viewed as biological) and the Icelanders are the ones
focused on culture rather than biology. Strmiska is perhaps more “Pagan” than “Heathen”
in his expectations and desires for what Heathenry should be. He is not alone in this.
There is (as has been mentioned) a great deal of Pagan/Heathen overlap and mutual
belonging. It is worth noting that while Strmiska might be a tentative insider to
Heathenry, he is located in that overlapping area with Wiccan derived Paganisms.
In the “Pariah” essay Strmiska regrets and retracts the sorts of overly sympathetic
and apologist claims (which will become familiar, if they are not already, from other
apologetic accounts of Heathenry). As Strmiska came to regretfully recognize, racialism
and violent warrior rhetoric (a big concern of his) are much more pervasive and central to
U.S. Heathenry than he wanted to believe. As a sympathetic insider/near-insider Strmiska
wanted these issues to be much more marginal and trivial than he later concluded that
they were.
At least two factors contribute to this:
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1) The fact that (as Barbara Jane Davy points out regarding Graham Harvey’s
coverage of Heathenry), it is very tempting to depict our religious community in a
positive light, the way we want it to be, especially when presenting the idea to outsiders
who might be hostile or disapproving of the community to begin with. Or to go to the
other extreme and outright condemn it (see discussion of Davy 2007 below).
2) As I will discuss in more detail in my critique of Helen Berger, et al.’s Voices
from the Pagan Census, Pagans gather with Pagans, often at Pagan events. It is
understandable that Pagans who only interact with Heathens who attend Pagan events and
hang out with a lot of Pagans might get a warped sense of the Heathen community as
being much more synonymous with Pagan cultural tendencies than they are.
Problem 3: No Mention of Odinism? (Evasion)
A third problem is that Strmiska never mentions Odinism, though he was clearly
familiar with (and cites) Kaplan’s work on the subject. His reference to his late 1980s
encounter with U.S. Heathens from Florida (Strmiska 2000, 107) seems likely to have
been with an Odinist group, perhaps even Else Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship (which
was based in Crystal River, Florida from the early 1970s until Christensen was deported
in 1998 (Gardell 2003, 175-76)). It is hard not to wonder what part Odinism plays in
Strmiska’s estimation of U.S. Heathenry. In his early work, he simply ignores their
existence other than the brief aside about the group in Florida. In his later work, he
appears to lump Odinists and Folkish Ásatrúar together as U.S. right-wing, racist
Heathenry, largely disregarding those elements of U.S. Heathenry which resist the racism
(perhaps because even many of these also propose a sort of “warrior mentality” which he
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is also uncomfortable with). This even though Odinism is also represented in British
Heathenry, Australian Heathenry, and probably other countries around the world as well.
Germany, for obvious historical reasons, has made an active effort to discourage whitenationalist Wotanism or Odinism, and seems to have done a decent job of it. Anders
Breivek, the Norwegian mass murderer, probably qualifies as an Odinist, though I am
unaware of any organizational connections; which is to be expected according to Gardell
(see below), as the more violently radicalized elements of Odinism are likely to rely on
underground, lone-wolf actions.
Betty Dobratz
In 2001 Betty Dobratz published an article entitled “The Role of Religion in the
Collective Identity of the White Racialist Movement” in the Journal for the Scientific
Study of Religion. She investigates Heathenry (which she refers to as Odinism) as one of
three religions which play a major role among white racialists in the United States. From
her abstract:
Three belief systems of movement members – Christian or
Israel Identity, Church of the Creator, and Odinism – are
examined. All three contribute to strengthening the racial
identity of white racialists, but are at the same time
potentially antagonistic to each other. It is suggested that
this religious divide will be a key issue in influencing the
future development of the movement. (Dobratz, 287)
She looks at these three religions because they “have especially helped reinforce pride in
the white race and the development of white ethnic identity” (Dobratz, 289).
According to the movement’s point of view, their primary
emphasis is on the preservation and/or the uplifting of the
white race. The “14 Words” of David Lane, a member of
the Silent Brotherhood who is imprisoned, characterize the
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sentiment of the movement: “We Must Secure the
Existence of Our People and a Future for White Children”
(Lane 1999:14). Racial consciousness has been constructed
in the movement to serve as the basis for creating a white
identity. (Dobratz, 289).
After discussing Christian Identity and one of its challengers within the milieu,
the World Church of the Creator (abbreviated to “Creativity”), Dobratz moves on to
talking specifically about the role of Heathenry in the white supremacist constellation.
The pamphlet “Why Ásatrú,” obtained from Stephen
McNallen of Ásatrú Folk Assembly (AFA) indicates that
Odinism is the original religion of northwestern Europe and
that the customs of the Germanic tribes (currently English,
Germans, Scandinavians, and Dutch) are closely related to
the practices of the Celts (currently Irish, Welsh, and
Scottish) (Dobratz, 290).
Consciously or not, the quote from McNallen defines Ásatrú as the religion of white
people. Unlike the Odinists Dobratz is focusing on, McNallen will seldom, if ever, come
out and directly say this, but the vague, Germanic/Celtic bubble that he discursively
draws here fits the “common sense” definition of whiteness that prevails in the
contemporary United States.
The Odinist Fellowship stresses the role of identity and
consciousness of whites: “Although every race and ethnic
group is threatened by cosmopolitanism and
homogenization, our chief concern must be for our own
Folk, an endangered minority. We support the awakening of
racial consciousness for all peoples as a bulwark against
assimilation” (cited in York 1995:126). Ron McVan
(1997:59) of Wotansvolk–14 Word Press points out: “Our
hope, our strength, unity and destiny will never be assured
until we begin to rebuild that collective, ethnic focus of
mind and spirit found in the cohesive customs of our
ancient roots. The man makes history, the woman is history,
but the right order of a people is forged by the creative
force of an awakened folk-consciousness.” (Dobratz, 291)
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This essay is full of blatantly, even proudly, racist quotes from Heathens of various
stripes. Most, however, are on the further right end of the spectrum: Odinists, Wotanists,
and Folkish Ásatrúar.
Within Ásatrú there have been debates about the roles of
race and politics in the various kindreds. The Ásatrú
Alliance, a free association of independent kindreds, drew
up bylaws in an effort to avoid conflict on the “racism”
issue. While its first bylaw declared “ASATRU IS THE
ETHNIC RELIGION OF THE INDIGENOUS
NORTHERN EUROPEAN PEOPLES,” the fourth one
stated “THE ALLIANCE IS APOLITICAL; IT IS NOT A
FORUM FOR, NOR SHALL IT PROMOTE ANY
POLITICAL VIEWS OF THE ‘LEFT’ OR ‘RIGHT’” (Vor
Trú 1993:37). This form of the “racism” issue seems to be
partially framed in the debate over whether Ásatrú is
universalistic (new age Ásatrú) or an ethnic or tribal
religion (traditional Ásatrú). The secretary-treasurer of the
Alliance, Valgard Murray (1995:34), personally believes
that Universalist Ásatrú “denies the existence of the Folk
Soul and also the rights of ethnic Europeans to selfdetermination.” (Dobratz, 293-94)
Interestingly, Dobratz uses “ethnic”/”Geneticist” Heathens like Murray and McNallen to
give background for the very explicitly racist “Odinists” she wants to talk about. Despite
the ability to break down Heathenry into various “positions”/”strategies” there is still an
apparent single movement/religion with which Dobratz is here concerned. Her labeling of
völkisch logic as “traditional” and “Universalist” views as “new age” is a good indication
of which position Dobratz sees as the real Heathens.
[David] Lane (1999:223) stresses the need for white
separatist states and religion both and says:
“What we must understand today if we are to survive as a
race is that we must have geographic nations and a religion
which are exclusively ours.” While Lane is critical of
Christianity, he doesn’t endorse COTC, although he thinks
some of its ideas are useful. Lane (1994a:36) believes that
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“the best religion for our folk today is almost certainly
Odinism. Odin . . . is the best representation of All-Father,
the Creator for the White race today.” (Dobratz, 298)
Dobratz’s primary concern is to investigate the religious motivations and conflicts
within what she calls the white separatist movement. For my purposes, however, the
importance of her work lies in showing the centrality of Odinism to white
separatist/supremacist activism. Although her focus is on Odinism, she does not make the
strong distinction between Odinism and Ásatrú proposed by Kaplan. She uses the terms
(and refers to the adherents to the various positions) interchangeably. This is probably
reflective of the perspectives and usages of her research subjects.
Jenny Blain
After Michael Strmiska, Jenny Blain was the next Heathen to write academically
about Heathenry. Much like Strmiska, Blain’s early works studiously avoid mention of
the problems of race in Heathenry, but she then begins to acknowledge and discuss the
topic in later works. She remains, however, somewhat evasive of the issue.
Jenny Blain’s 2002, Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic: Ecstasy and Neo-Shamanism in
North European Paganism was the first in-depth book-length analysis of Heathenry
which did not focus primarily on white racism. Doing what she refers to as experiential
anthropology Blain performs a sort of autoethnographic analysis of her own participation
in the neo-shamanistic seiðr movement within Heathenry. Blain is an open and
unapologetic insider, a participant in every sense of the word. She participates not only in
the non-mainstream religion of Heathenry, but in a mystic/metaphysical practice (seiðr)
which can be controversial even within the spectrum of Heathenry.
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Blain’s concern, throughout the text, is specifically with the topics of spiritual
experience, seiðr, and to a lesser but still substantial degree, gender and sexuality
(especially because seiðr is often understood as “for women and gay men” (Blain 2002,
122)). For my purposes, it is notable that she makes no mention of “race,” “racism,” the
“Odinist” or “Folkish” variations of Heathenry, or any of the controversies surrounding
these. From this book, one of the first on the topic that was not specifically focused on
racism in the movement, the issue of racism (an issue that had dominated, plagued, and
troubled the movement for at least some thirty years at the time of her writing, and still
does) would appear to not even exist. Though she admits that Heathens tend to be
“conservative” when it comes to sexuality, the similarly “conservative” stances on race
and nationality are deftly evaded.
This book presents an ethnographic exploration of Northern
European shamanistic practice called seiðr […].
Additionally, the book examines the use of experiential
anthropology in understanding and theorizing phenomena
of altered consciousness and the interactions of seiðworkers
or “shaman” with their spirit worlds. (Blain 2002, 2-3)
She emphasizes that she writes both “as an anthropologist and as a practitioner” (Blain
2002, 6), and that her “interest in writing this book lies in the intersection of
reconstructed European pre-Christian religion with ‘shamanisms’ described from
elsewhere” (Blain 2002, 4). She calls the work “an ethnography of seiðr,” (Blain 2002,
3). Seiðr is not my focus, however. In fact, it will be little mentioned except for in
reference to Blain’s focus on it. Seiðr is a (neo)shamanistic practice which occurs in some
Heathen communities, many Heathens seem uninterested in, and often outright
dismissive of (if not condescending toward) “magical” practices like seiðr. In fact, the
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further toward the right one goes along the Heathen political spectrum the less and less
likely Heathens are to approve of or participate in seiðr gatherings. (A fact which Blain
herself mentions in a later work (Blain 2005, 206).)
Blain discusses the terminology used to describe Heathens and their practices.
Despite her discussion of the issue, however, she continues to insist on the “Paganism”
label used by previous scholars even as she points out some of the problems of this usage.
This leads therefore to the ‘North European Paganism’ of
the subtitle (a term which its practitioners are rather
unlikely to use, but which might make some sense to
academics21). Under various names, this can be regarded
today as a set of linked religious and spiritual ‘traditions’
that are being derived by their practitioners from various
source texts and archaeological finds. Notably, these
sources are the Eddas and sagas – the great medaieval (sic)
literature of North Europe, much of it written in Iceland,
popularized/romanticized during the nineteenth century and
subsequently as ‘Norse Mythology’, and most familiar to
English-speaking readers in the form of children’s stories.
The Eddas and sagas have been fruitful fields of study for
scholars of mediaeval literature, anthropology, history,
religious studies, and folklore. They are also assiduously
scanned (together with Old English texts and other pieces
which might give clues to pre-Christian spirituality) by
practitioners. These latter have a number of names for
themselves and what they do: Ásatrú is the name used in
Iceland (see Strmiska 2002) and common in North
America: other Scandinavian formations of this term –
literally ‘faith in the gods’, coined as part of the nineteenth
century romantic movement – include Åsatro, Åsatrú,
Asatro. The adoption of this term in Iceland was for
present-day political reasons, and many practitioners, there
and elsewhere, prefer the terms forn siðr or forn sed,
simply ‘the old way’. However, the term preferred by many
practitioners in Britain, gaining popularity in North
America and used by people elsewhere as a descriptor, is
21

Is this really an appropriate/accurate term then? The term might make sense to academics, she says, but
why should an outsiders’ term that is misleading to begin with be better than the emic terminology that
distinguishes between the identities and issues that Heathens actually care about?
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simply Heathen22 (heiðinn, hedensk), initially used by those
who followed the ‘new’ religion of Christianity to describe
the followers of the ‘old ways’, later becoming a term of
abuse, now being reclaimed by those who have read the
mediaeval literature, and those who refer to the ‘people of
the heath’ (Thompson 1998; Cope 1998) – suitably for
those who would follow the spirits of the land, wherever
they may be. (Blain 2002, 5-6)
Her continued usage of “Paganism” as a descriptor for Heathenry is probably
because Blain inhabits/embodies a portion of Heathenry which overlaps and melds with
other Paganism(s). Though clearly and distinctly Heathen, Blain is also comfortable
being labeled Pagan and seeing her Heathenry as a sub-variety of Contemporary
Paganism, something which is not true of all Heathens.
Blain’s study is substantially autoethnographic and highly reflexive, which she
refers to as “experiential ethnography” (Blain 2002, 3). In later work, she refers to this
methodology as “autoethnography” (Blain 2005, 182). Blain is herself an active Heathen
(whom I met on at least one occasion: at a Heathen wedding she writes about in her book;
which I helped her officiate). Not only is she a Heathen, however, but also a seiðworker.
She (like my Heathen mentor Winifred, about whom Blain writes a great deal) is an
active practitioner/performer of “oracular seiðr” a variety of neo-shamanism based as far
as possible on accounts of communal divination / spirit communication rituals performed
in conversion-era Iceland.
A major portion of Blain’s work is focused on issues of authenticity and the
relationship (sometimes conflicting, sometimes complementary) between the roles of
22

Is this not sufficient reason to use this term for the movement? While people call themselves by many
of these terms, “Heathen” is virtually universal in usage by practitioners.
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Anthropologist and Seeress. How can she respond to questions about whether she
“believes” in the spirits she interacts with? How can she talk about seiðr in a usefully
academic/analytical way while practicing seiðr and communing with spirits?
I have always felt a degree of discomfort with Blain’s approach. For many years I
thought it was a problem with her autoethnography (which is highly ironic since I am
including autoethnographic methods as a component of this dissertation). I have come to
realize that it is not her autoethnography itself that is the problem. My concern is that her
limited focus on her own immediate environment and context produces a very, very
narrow slice of the Heathen experience.
Perhaps my real issue is that, though she addresses Heathenry in a way that does
not paint us all as racists, she does not give any real reason to think that we are not all
racists either. She ignores the issue, evades it, which turns out to be a common response
of many Heathens from across the political spectrum. Her focus on her own context and
practice allows her to simply not talk about the unpleasant topics that dominate the selfunderstanding and identity tensions of the Heathen communities at large.
Her research interests are different from my own. She asks different questions.
She focuses to a great degree on the negotiation of her own identity and meaning in the
conflicting social location of an academic researcher and a practicing “shaman.” One of
her primary concerns is in understanding her own place in between these two, frequently
contradictory and competitive identities/worldviews. The negotiation of insider/outsider
roles is one I care about (and have to struggle with) as well, but my focus, my primary
concern, is to understand the dynamics of Heathen racialism; a topic she thoroughly
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evades in this work. The issue of race is simply never mentioned in this book. She
occasionally mentions “ancestors” as a major part of the experience of Heathenry, but
generally in reference to spirits dealt with by a seeress, and with no reference to the
importance of ancestry to a great many Heathens (in once sense or another).
I can sympathize with this evasion. I think all Heathens can, especially those of us
who wish to distance ourselves from the sometimes outright and blatant white supremacy
that reigns in the more right-wing branches of the movement. I can see how she might
have felt that so much as mentioning the issue would detract from her focus on seiðr and
gender. Everything that had been written academically on Heathenry up to this point
(except Strmiska’s 2000 article about Icelandic Heathens) had been scary anti-racism
works that tended to vilify Heathens as backward, racist, deviants on the boundaries of
society. It is especially easy to see why she would not wish to make the same emphasis
(or even acknowledge that emphasis) when engaging with the topic on such a personal
(experiential/auto-ethnographic) level. Frankly, when the book first came out I celebrated
the fact that there was an academic study of Heathenry that did not focus on racism. It
seemed like a step forward for a community that was (and still is) used to getting almost
entirely bad press.
I can understand this evasion, but it still unsettles me. It concerns me that such a
defining and constant element of the movement (however much we might agree in
wishing it was not) is utterly absent from a work purporting to analyze and make sense of
said movement. Granted, Blain’s work focused on a particular element of Heathenry, but
by evading such a major, constant, interwoven thread (and it is so complete that it must
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have been an active effort at evasion) she essentially empties the occasional references
she makes to “connecting with ancestors” or “cultural specificity” of their real force and
value, both to practitioners and to outside readers trying to understand why any rational
person would join this movement. Her analyses of gender, neo-shamanism, and personal
practitioner experience are insightful and valuable, but the gaping, virtually glaring,
absence underlying her text make her presentation of Heathenry somewhat hollow, and
unfortunately misleading.
I will be coming back (repeatedly) to this issue of evasion. It is a problem not
only for scholars, but also practitioners. Increasingly, it seems to me, (though there are
plenty of examples from earlier in the movement as well) Heathen communities (and the
Heathen scholars who are a part of them) are feeling the need to do damage control.
Since most of the scholarship and press we receive is negative, many of us (from most of
the spectrum of Heathenry) feel that we must try to present the “other side” of the picture:
to say, “Hey! We are not all like that!” As will be discussed later at more length, this
damage control project can actually lead to the reinforcing and encouragement of
problematically racialized understandings of race and Heathen identity.
In 2004 Blain published “Tracing the In/Authentic Seeress: From Seid-Magic to
Stone Circles” in a volume called Researching Paganisms. In this essay, she spells out
her own involvement with the movement in useful detail. She points out that, “[u]nlike
many of the researchers in this volume, I was already a practitioner before I started
writing about pagan spiritualities” (Blain 2004, 217). She discovered the phenomenon of
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seiðr during “three years of researching Heathen communities in Canada and the U.S.”
(Blain 2004, 219).
The Internet led me to discover other people interested in
Heathenry – though mostly known as Ásatrú, “Northern
Tradition Paganism” – and I began to find, to my joy, that
many, indeed most, were not the racists I had feared. (Some
discussion of ethnicity and spirituality will emerge later in
this chapter: theorizing tensions between ‘nationalisms’ and
‘ancestors,’ within constitutions of self through imagined or
invented ‘pasts,’ is a focus of my present research.) (Blain
2004, 218).
Her comment here about her fears shows that she was very aware of the issue, and is a
good indication that she did actively evade the topic in her earlier work. She was worried
about the racist reputation of Heathenry before she even became actively involved with
other Heathens. This makes her evasion of the topic all the more problematic.
It is also notable that she identifies the sort of Heathenry she began to interact
with by the term “Northern Tradition Paganism,” which she does not discuss elsewhere
(despite her concern with the terminology of Heathen identification). As mentioned above
in the discussion of Michael York, this term has been used by a number of both Heathens
and adamantly non-Heathens to identify (a) particular ideological branch(es) of the
movement. This issue will be discussed further below, in the overall discussion of Blain’s
work.
She clearly spells out her history of involvement with Heathenry and its timing in
relation to her Ph.D.:
Spirituality – previously focusing on reading mythology,
archeology, and ethnographic accounts of “indigenous”
religion and relating these, in my own mind at least, to
political and environmental action – had necessarily taken a
back seat in the intensity of “writing up” the Ph.D. But now
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a chance encounter led me to a new pagan discussion group
starting up in Halifax, and I was able to share knowledge
with other interested people. My knowledge tended to be in
European mythologies and feminist theory, including some
Goddess spirituality but more notably the various tellings
of the “Matter of Britain,” the Mabinogi, and the
“northern” mythologies of the Eddas, and my general
reading had delved into Wiccan and other ritual forms.
Now I had some kind of community in which to identify
my Paganism, leading to the formation of a women’s ritual
group. […] Blending feminist/academic and pagan interests
as a follower of “Germanic” and “Celtic” goddesses – and
having recourse to several university libraries – I started to
investigate Old English healing charms until a ritual use of
the Nine Herb Charm (See e.g. Pollingon 2000) resulted in
a form of self-dedication to a god rather than a goddess.
(Blain 2004, 218)
After finishing her Ph.D. in Anthropology, Blain found outlets for her interests in
mythology and feminist theory in the Pagan community of Halifax. Her particular interest
in “Germanic”23 myth (which she appears to identify with the term Heathen) led her to
on-line interactions with “other people interested in Heathenry” (Blain 2004, 118). She
feared they would all be racists. She found that most of those she interacted with were
not. Eventually she “converted,” shifting her allegiance from the Goddess of the Wiccans
to the grand, one-eyed old man so popular among both historical and contemporary
Heathens (a.k.a. Odin). The heotheistic practice of “dedicating” oneself to a particular

23

It is possible that she associates “Heathen” here with both “Germanic” and “Celtic” phenomenon (as
does McNallen most prominently). Or, her reference to following “‘Germanic’ and ‘Celtic’ goddesses”
might be intended as a reference to being “Pagan” in addition to / in combination with being
“Heathen.” In any case, the question of whether or not it is appropriate for Heathens to worship “nonGermanic” deities (including “Celtic” ones) has been a contentious issue on occasion, and opinions
vary sharply, often along “more-pagan” / “more racialist” spectrum. (?!!) [IF this is true, that would
make McNallen a truly odd bird... as he insists that “Celts” and “Germans” are the same thing, in any
meaningful sense.]
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god or goddess occurs commonly among contemporary Heathens, but is not something
that one is required or expected to do.
To the outsider, “Paganisms” may appear very similar.
Within today’s practice there is distinct diversification, in
theology and philosophy, in ritual format, in practitioners
relationship with Earth, spirits, and deities, and in the
extent to which practitioners or groups draw on source
material from outside Paganisms. People’s practices and
relations to their paganism have arisen within, from my
observation, four modes: those of goddess spiritualists,
Wicca and eclectic groups who use the format of Wiccan
rituals, shamanic practitioners, and reconstructionists.
While many individuals work within one of these broad
modes, others move between them. Communities structured
within each, therefore, have some overlap. (Blain 2004,
221)
Blain uses the category Pagan as the overarching umbrella of which Heathenry is a
subcategory; seeing the reconstructionism that characterizes it (among a number of other
religions) as the distinguishing characteristic of a particular mode of approaching
“paganism.” “Reconstruction” here refers to the focus on a more academic reconstruction
of what the “elder Heathen” were actually doing before the Christian conversions. This
orientation often includes a disdain for elements of ritual or spirituality that are borrowed
or adapted from living traditions, unless they can be documented either in “the Lore,” or
by archaeological evidence. The other forms of contemporary paganisms she mentions in
contrast are more eclectic, based on more contemporary sources and theories, and far less
dependent on historical evidence.
Blain does briefly discuss the issue of racial extremism in Heathenry (and in some
varieties of Celtic reconstructionism as well).
The extreme claims of right-wing groups whether “Celtic”
of “Odinist” – run counter to the expressed views of most
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pagans (including all Heathens) with whom I have
personally spoken. Nevertheless the discourses of
nationalism easily permeate thought and inform action.
Hage (2000) has implied (of racism in Australia) that
having someone to point to as extreme racist enables much
of the general public to maintain a low level of unthinking
uncritical racism: so it seems to me that within Paganisms,
the existence of a few obvious racists or nationalists
enables fingerpointing, which rather than causing people to
examine their own discourse, in general allows them to feel
better and ignore potential problems. (Blain 2004, 235)
Though my own experiences regarding Heathen views of race do not coincide with her
own, this very brief analysis of the issue raises a very significant point. On this view, so
long as we have a more extreme form of racism nearby to differentiate ourselves from,
we are less likely to critically interrogate our own racial understandings.
In a 2005 essay entitled “Heathenry, the Past, and Sacred Sites in Today’s
Britain,” (part of Strmiska’s volume on Paganism in World Cultures discussed above)
Blain looks at Heathenry as a project of reindigenization.
In Britain, Heathenry is the most common name used for
an emergent religion based on the old gods, goddesses, and
spirits (wights) that were part of everyday life in Northern
Europe before the coming of the Christian era. Thus,
Heathenry is, in some sense, a reconstructed religion.
People often discover Heathenry through finding the
mythology of Northern Europe and attempting to learn
more about the culture and spirituality of this part of the
world. In doing that, they are attempting to “reindigenize”
their perceptions and worldview, to develop a spirituality
that works in today’s cultures but connects with history and
prehistory. (Blain 2005, 181)
She also talks, more substantially this time, about the issue of race, mentioning in
her introduction that there are “issues around identity, ethnicity, and who can ‘be
Heathen’ in Britain today” (Blain 2005, 182). She points out that, “the selective adoption”
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of Norse/Germanic myth by Germany’s Third Reich “meant that after World War II,
many people in Britain came to think of the mythology as in some way tainted with
Nazism,” and that “some of this thinking has continued” (Blain 2005, 192). She states
that while this problem has diminished a great deal since that time, and Germanic myth is
less overtly associated with Nazism these days, “[n]onetheless, issues of ‘warrior
kindreds’ and of ‘blood and soil’ continue to be points of contestation” (Blain 2005, 192).
Blain acknowledges that “there are claims that Odinism is ‘the natural religion of the
Indo-European People.’” She points out that “[t]hese parallel finding of Mattias Gardell
(2003) for some Asatruar in the United States.” She insists, however, that “[m]ost British
Heathens distance themselves from such claims by taking issue with them” (Blain 2005,
192-3).
In the very next paragraph, she goes on to give one of her most thorough
discussions of Odinism in Britain:
The main proponent of such claims today appears to be the
Odinic Rite (the quote in the last paragraph is from the
group’s website), and the split in the Odinic Rite into runic
and Edda organizations (the latter now the Odinic
Fellowship, which claims Odinism as ‘England’s native and
national religion’) may in part be based on interpretations
of such claims. Both groups use the tag line ‘Faith, Folk
and Family,’ though other Heathens do not in general do so.
People who have joined and left the Odinic Rite stress that
most members are not at all racist, at least as racism is
popularly defined, yet they themselves left because they did
not want to be associated with thinking that might lead to
the promulgation of racist ideas. (Blain 2005, 193)
She points out the racialist nationalism of the Odinic Rite and refers to their strong usage
of “Folk.” The final sentence of the quote points to the difficulty (as she explicitly points
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out in the next sentence) of defining touchy and contentious terms like “racist” or
“racism.” Other than referring to the issue, however, she makes no effort to address it.
There is a question here of what is meant by racism (see
Gardell 2003, 29), but in general, the division in Heathenry
is between those who claim that people have natural
divisions into races, with Heathenry being ‘natural’ to
‘Europeans,’ and those who see divisions as historical, with
Heathenry arising in particular climates and cultures.
Many Heathens therefore see Heathenry as intrinsic to the
landscape of Northern Europe – indigenous to place but not
tied to blood or race categorizations. They find references
to a folk soul or indeed folk religion as something to be
avoided as simply not part of Heathenry either today or in
the past, and they are worried by references to the Odinic
Rite by known extreme right-wing or racialist
organizations. (Blain 2005, 193)
Interestingly, she articulates here a version of Heathenry based firmly in geographical
location: Heathenry as a religion for those who happen to live in northern Europe.
Though she presents this as the opposing understanding of Heathenry, this is the only
example of this logic I can recall seeing in print. I have been confronted with this
perspective in conversation with a Norwegian theologian, who questioned how I could be
legitimately Heathen if I did not live in Scandinavia, but this is otherwise a perspective
with which I am not familiar. This may be a widespread perspective among British and
European Heathens, but (as the Norwegian theologian referred to pointed out) it does not
provide much help to Heathens who happen to live in the United States, Canada, Brazil,
Australia, or other non-northern European places around the world.
She describes Heathen spirituality/religion, and emphasizes some of the ways that
it differs from “Pagan” practices/beliefs/traditions. “Heathens, as polytheists, speak of
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their deities (and other wights) as specific individuals – like humans in that they have
rounded characters and are not reducible to mere attributes” (Blain 2005, 188).
Heathenry is an animist spirituality, and the landscape is
living; the rocks and trees have spirits and agency, and
various sacred sites have their guardian wights. In Iceland,
I was told how a land-wight is a spirit that has a rock or
earth for a body. This relationship of people and living
landscape has similarities with indigenous religions, and it
becomes something that, as an anthropologist, I attempt to
analyze and, as a Heathen, I attempt to explain to other
people, including other pagans. (Blain 2005, 202)
Blain also points out the discursive boundaries between “reconstructionist pagans” and
“eclectic pagans,” “Neoshamans,” and “American-style” Wiccans. She also points out the
fact that many Pagans appear unable to notice these boundaries and continue to see
Heathenry as just another minor variation on Wiccan derived spirituality.
Polytheist reconstructionist pagans distinguish themselves
from eclectic pagans or Neoshamans, who often draw on a
variety of deities, practices, and the like from several
cultures and times. They also usually distinguish or
distance their practices from those developed through
Wicca (for development of which see Hutton 1999).
Interestingly, Wiccans and eclectic pagans often do not
perceive the differences but describe the reconstructionist
ritual practices in Wiccan terms, which tends to increase the
distrust reconstructionists feel for eclectic pagans and
“American-style” Wiccans. . . (Blain 2005, 183-4)
She also mentions that “Seidworkers have been somewhat marginalized within
Heathenry” (Blain 2005, 205), and points out that “those who tend to have right-wing
approaches to heritage seem most worried by seidr (and particularly by the ambiguities of
gender and sexuality that are associated with it)” (Blain 2005, 206).
She goes on to specifically discuss the problem with using “Pagan” as
synonymous with “Heathen”:
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Heathens in Britain use a variety of names for their
religious practices and community, among them Asatru,
Odinism, Northern Tradition, and Norse or Saxon
paganism. But increasingly they simply use Heathenry.
Although most will agree that they themselves are in some
sense pagan, many do not use the term as a description. The
word neo-pagan is not much used within Britain, though
some Heathens use this term to refer to “eclectic” pagans
who draw indiscriminately on practices and indeed deities
from around the world. I will not use the term “neopaganism” in this chapter to describe Heathen groups or
practices, as doing so might discourage Heathens from
reading the chapter. (Blain 2005, 182)
Ironically, this acknowledgement about the problematic nature of calling Heathens
“Pagan” is presented in a book entitled Modern Paganism in World Culture, edited by a
borderline Heathen who distinctly identifies as Pagan (Strmiska). It does however seem
likely that Blain has either received criticism for conflating the two or has simply noticed
the disconnect over her years of writing on the subject. Even more ironically, it does not
prevent her from referring to Heathens as “pagans.” She simply avoids the term “neopagan.”
In her conclusion to the essay, Blain identifies Heathenry as a “new-indigenous
religion.” She once again makes euphemistic references to the race problem with
references to “nationalist discourse” and “heritage”:
A challenge for Heathenry as a new-indigenous religion is
to link spirituality with the land in ways that avoid the
clichés of nationalist discourse. A focus on the living
landscape and the animist/Shamanic approaches to earth
and spirits may aid this endeavor, particularly where
ancestors are related to spiritual approaches or to landscape
rather than genetics. So may a recognition that Heathenry,
like other religions in Western society, is intrinsically
political and that a Heathen worldview connects with
causes such as heritage or the environment that crosscut
conventional politics and require careful and serious
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thought. The interconnectivity of Wyrd and the wealth of
mythology and imagery give scope for creative
developments of identity. Today’s Heathens are not those of
the past, but they can shape meaning and relationships that
make sense in the modern multivocal society. (Blain 2005,
206)
She refers to a quest for connection to “the land,” again, as a corrective for the problem.
She is still hesitant to label the problem itself clearly, however. I am not convinced that
many of Blain’s readers will catch that her euphemistic references to nationalism and
heritage are in fact referring to white supremacists and explicit/open Neo-Nazis; unless,
of course, they are Heathens themselves and therefore already familiar with the issue.
In 2006, Blain published the article “Constructing Identity and Divinity: Creating
Community in an Elder Religion within a Postmodern World,” in a book called Between
the Worlds: Readings in Contemporary Neopaganism. (Notably, this is still in a book
about “Neopaganism,” which, as she pointed out above, will discourage many Heathens
from reading it.) Her description of Heathenry, and the terms used by Heathens to
describe themselves, has (as it should) become more nuanced and complex. She is finally
willing to acknowledge directly and in clear language the existence of “‘racist’ and at
times ‘Nazi’” elements in the larger Heathen constellation.
Heathenry or (more specifically) Ásatrú is defined by its
adherents as the set of religions of the Germanic-speaking
peoples of Europe prior to Christianization, basically the
beliefs and practices of northern Europe. Present-day
Ásatrú is an attempt to find ways of reconstructing
heathenry within a late twentieth-century setting. While
“Ásatrú” is the name most commonly used, some prefer
“heathenism” (in the U.S.) or “heathenry” (in Britain and
Europe). In Britain the term “Odinist” is used by some
groups, though both there and in much of North America
this term may be rejected, at least by the groups with whom
I have contacts, for two reasons: First, it is seen as referring
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primarily to one deity, one, moreover, who is not
universally liked, and often feared. It is therefore seen as
more appropriate for those who regard Ó[ð]inn24 as their
patron deity, who could describe themselves as Ó[ð]innists
within Heathenry. Second, the name “Odinist” is seen as
associated with factions of the right wing (some of whom
have very little to do with Heathenry as the word is
understood in this chapter), and has in some quarters taken
on the association of “racist” and at times “Nazi.”
Increasingly there is a preference for “heathenry,” and I
have indicated a possibility for heathenry to describe
practices, people, and communities, heathenism to relate to
underlying philosophical or cosmological principles. (Blain
2006a, 244-45)
In my experience, “Heathenry” appeared to have always been the preferred usage during
the height of my involvement (even in the U.S., in contrast to Blain’s suggestion of a
geographic distinction). “Heathenism” only began to appear to me around 2005-2006. I
recall being struck by the usage, which I first saw in an academic paper by a fellow
Heathen working on a masters degree in theology. It stuck out to me. It felt wrong. The
usage still bothers me on an emotional level. I have a gut reaction to it. I always assumed
it was a result of a spell checker miss-correction, but within a few years I began seeing
the term much more often. And now even many Heathens insist that it is the “correct”
usage. Blain’s effort, in the last sentence of the quote above, to make both terms usable is
excessive and not useful. It simply muddies the water of an already muddied usage issue.
Distinctions between Heathenry and Wicca are very
apparent to Heathens, not necessarily so to outsiders – or to
many Wiccans, who use a more universalizing set of
discourses. The phrase “all goddesses are one goddess,”
quoted also by Harvey (1996:62), used by many Wiccans,
is to most heathens unacceptable, and they will point out
24

Twice in this sentence the “edth” (ð) is presented as a “>“. This is clearly a copy-editing/layout
mistake... I have corrected the names of Óðinn to read as Blain clearly intended them to, while still
pointing out that there were corrections made.
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that not only is Frigga culturally, cosmologically, and
mythologically distinct from (for example) Isis, she is
distinct and separate also from Nerthus or Nanna, both
goddesses who are found within Ásatrú cosmology.
Nevertheless, Wiccans or eclectic pagans attending Ásatrú
rituals will seek to describe events and deities in terms of
how “really” the goddesses, or gods, are “all the same” or
how “really” the ritual took place within a magic circle,
regardless of whether the practitioners considered that they
had cast one. The need to distinguish itself and its specific
practice from Wicca therefore become the first task of the
discourse of heathenry thou not, as we will see, necessarily
the most important task it faces in distinguishing itself from
the other forms of practice in today’s complex North
American society. (Blain 2006a, 245)
Blain’s understanding of the presence of racism in Heathenry is summarized in the
following quote: “Ásatrú has its right-wing nuts. So does Christianity. Right-wing
Odinism bears about the same relationship to mainstream Ásatrú as Christian Identity
does to the United Church of Canada. And some of them are the same right-wing nuts”
(Blain 2006a, 256). She finally addresses the issue of racism somewhat directly, and
demonstrates an awareness of Odinism far beyond most other Pagan or Heathen scholars
of Heathenry, by referencing the fact that Odinism overlaps with Christian race-based
theologies and organizations.
In [Kaplan’s] usage Odinists are people looking for a
“White” religion, and Kaplan traces its construction from
the Germany of the Wiemar republic, through the writings
of an obscure Australian, Alexander Rud Mills, and their
adoption by members of the American post-war extreme
right-wing, to associations with present-day National
Socialist groups (1993:200). I do not intend to further
explore these connections, but to note them for future
reference, and to note that today some members of hategroups, including Christian-based hate-groups, call
themselves ‘Odinist’. (Blain 2006, 256)
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In this passage, Blain is acknowledging in plain language the ongoing problem of racism
in Heathenry. However, in an encyclopedia article published the same year, Blain again
evades the issue of Odinism, which stands out quite profoundly in comparison with a
second entry in the same encyclopedia... on Odinism (which will be discussed shortly).
Blain’s entry in The Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature (ed. Bron Taylor, 2006)
is entitled “Heathenry – Ásatrú,” and includes the list of characteristics of Heathenry
quoted in Chapter Two above. Blain describes Heathenry in terms of an intellectual
reconstruction from literary and archaeological sources.
Heathenry, also known as Heathenism or Ásatrú, is a
polytheistic spiritual practice and theology based in the
mythologies of Northern Europe. People practicing
Heathenry25 today draw on a number of sources for both
mythology and custom. These primarily include Icelandic
mediaeval literature (especially the Poetic Edda, and Snorri
Sturluson’s Prose Edda and Heimskringla); and other
sources such as Saxo Grammaticus’ History of the Danes
(Tacitus’ accounts of Germanic custom and religion), Old
English poetry such as Beowulf, and folklore and folkmagic, including medieval healing charms, from
Scandinavia, Britain, and Iceland, and European countries
including Germany and the Netherlands. Heathens may
describe their religion as a “reconstructed” North European
paganism: reconstruction does not mean an attempt to
duplicate earlier practices, but usually refers to creating
spiritual practice for today that draws on the earlier
descriptions and on archaeological evidence. (Blain 2006b)
She emphasizes the importance of Yggdrasill as a central element of Heathen cosmology,
arranging the gods, goddesses, spirits, and the worlds they (and we) inhabit around it.
Heathen beliefs and cosmology focus on the tree Yggdrasill
(variously seen as an ash or a yew, on which Ódhinn
hanged himself in a quest of wisdom and the runes), the
25

This is the first of her works in which Blain capitalizes words like “Heathen” and “Heathenry.”
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Nine Worlds, and the deities and other spirits described in
Norse and Germanic mythology. There are parallels with
the World Trees of various northern Eurasian shamanisms.
The Norns spin or craft Wyrd below the tree, and this wyrd
applies to all beings (or “wights”) including the Æsir and
Vanir (thought of as deities) together with jotnar or
giants, álfar or elves, and landwights, ancestral spirits, and
living people. Literary sources identify two groups of
divinities, Æsir and Vanir. Today the Æsir are sometimes
described as deities of culture or society, the Vanir as
deities of fertility and vitality, but these distinctions are not
clear. In the past, particular deities were important in
different areas of Northern Europe – Freyr in Sweden, Thor
in Iceland, possibly Woden in parts of Britain. The world of
people, Midgard (Miðgarðr – from which Tolkien took the
name “Middle-Earth”) is described as one of nine worlds,
each with its own denizens which in Midgard include
people, ancestral spirits, and wights associated with
animals, plants, land and sea, etc. (Blain 2006b)
She briefly discusses the fact that only some Heathens “make common cause”
with Wiccans, Druids, and other contemporary Pagans. Other than this brief
acknowledgement though, it is only the Pagan-overlapping Heathens that Blain includes
in her discussion and descriptions.
In general, Heathen practitioners see their religion as
reconstructed, and increasingly as shamanic or shamanistic.
While some practitioners make common cause with
adherents of Western Pagan religions (Druidry or Wicca),
others do not. For models to “fill out the gaps,”
practitioners are likely to look to indigenous, particularly
Sámi, religion, or to Shinto or Hinduism to indicate how
Heathenry might have developed in the absence of
“conversion.” The basis of practice however remains the
mythological stories from the Eddas, and from these
Heathens draw ways of relating to their living landscapes.
(Blain 2006b)
It is notable that, again, Blain makes absolutely no mention in this entry of the
race/ethnicity issue. This is particularly notable in that there is an entry on “Odinism” in
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the same encyclopedia, written by Michael Moynihan. This entry (and a comparison of it
with Blain’s entry) will be discussed below in the section on Moynihan. It is also worth
mentioning that her emphasis on Shamanism in Heathenry (though of obvious personal
importance) is applicable to only some Heathens. The further away from Blain’s style of
Pagan-overlapping, feminism friendly, left-leaning Heathenry one gets, the less of a role
shamanism will generally play in Heathen practice. I do not wish, by saying this, to deny
the importance of (neo)shamanism to substantial portions of Heathens, simply to point
out that it is only representative of a distinct sub-portion of Heathenry.
In 2009 Blain co-authored with Robert J. Wallis the entry on “Heathenry” in
James R. Lewis and Murphy Pizza’s Handbook of Contemporary Paganism. Like Blain,
Wallis is also involved with the Pagan-overlapping segment of Heathenry.
While we write this chapter for the most part to discuss the
development of Heathenry, we do so as ‘insiders’ each with
our own connection to the practices and people involved,
and to some of the landscapes within which they practice.
Heathenry, like other religions of today, is not without its
tensions and indeed politics, and we explore some of these
and the challenges they create towards the end of the
chapter. (Blain and Wallis 2009, 413)
At first this sounds promising. Perhaps they will delve somewhat into the ever-present,
contentious issue of who can be a Heathen. However, almost immediately, they begin the
evasion.
We should stress at once that there can be no sense in
which one kind of paganism is more ‘authentic’ than
another: this is a matter of taste and what one is drawn to.
Polytheist ‘reconstructionist’ practitioners would add, it is a
matter of whom the gods call, and which gods call
particular individuals. (Blain and Wallis 2009, 413-4)
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This euphemistic reference to the race issue implies a “Universalist” stance as a given for
all “reconstructionists,” which is quite clearly not the case (even by Blain’s account). It is
a common trope of Universalist Heathens that being “called” by the gods or goddesses of
Heathenry is sufficient grounds for participation in Heathenry. This sentiment is in
explicit and direct contrast to the Odinist and Folkish stances: that only white people /
those of northern European “heritage” are eligible to participate. Blain and Wallis are
essentially avoiding the issue of race/ethnicity by simply presenting it as not a
real/substantial problem. They misleadingly and inaccurately suggest that all
“reconstructionists” (which in this usage would include all Heathens, of any stripe) are
Universalitsts; discursively erasing the very Folkish and Odinist Heathens they admit are
problematic elsewhere. Their language specifically and assertively excludes Odinists and
the Folkish from being “authentic” reconstructionists, in the very next breath after stating
that no sort of paganism is more authentic than another. The race issue is addressed more
directly later in the essay, but is still largely dismissed.
They also discuss terminology of Heathen identification, including (for the first
time in Blain’s work) mention of Odinism (ironically paired with “Northern Tradition”
which should probably be located as a polar opposite within the movement):
Heathenry is the term preferred by many practitioners in
Britain, but others are used also including Northern
Tradition and Odinist (which is often specific to the
‘worship’ of Odin). In North America the term Asatru has
been borrowed from the Icelandic word Ásatrú – faith or
belief in, or allegiance to, the Gods – other terms being
Heathenism, Heathenry and (indicating practices and
organization based in Saxon or Anglian patterns) Theodism.
In Iceland practitioners have adopted the name of
Ásatrúarmenn, and their organization the Ásatrúarfélagið
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has recognition as a religious organization, though often
their religious practice is spoken of simply as Vor Siður,
‘our way’ or ‘our custom’. Forn Sid or Fyrnsidu – the old
way – is a term used by some Heathens also in Britain and
North America. In Scandinavia a range of names exists
likewise. Practices vary widely across the different forms
of Heathenry (by whatever name) and different countries,
some practitioners adopting a very fluid approach to their
spirituality and some a much more ‘scripted’ approach,
with drafted rituals (blots or blotar) being published in
several forms […] (Blain and Wallis 2009, 415)
They mention Odinism, but both misrepresent it as a monotheist take on Heathenry and
give no indication of its relation to racial nationalism. Odinism is simply listed as one
among many terms that Heathens use for self-identification.
In describing the relationship of Heathenry to “Paganism,” they once again
restrict themselves to the more Pagan-friendly sorts of Heathens, those who comfortably
overlap with Paganism and will happily attend Pagan events and activities.
The relationship of Heathenry to other ‘new’ religions or
spiritualities broadly termed ‘Pagan’ is complex. While
some Heathens restrict their practices very specifically to
worship of the deities of the North of Europe, others who
base their spirituality more strongly in landscape may relate
to various deities or wights associated with place, looking
to history and mythology for inspiration. Some Heathens
may also practice as Druids or Wiccans, some may be
involved with more eclectic forms of paganism. It is usual,
though, to separate out these strands – or (following Roman
practice) to celebrate ‘other’ beings using the practices of
heathenry, to honor deities associated with place or
landscape ‘in the Heathen manner’ through rituals of Blot
and Sumbl, rather than to use forms which derive, for
instance, from Wicca. Heathens may however join with
other Pagans in larger-scale celebrations following different
ritual forms and in Britain at least it is quite common for
Heathens to share events with other polytheists or
reconstructionists, to explore other mythologies and to
discuss similarities of understanding (for instance through
the Britain pagan organization the Association of Polytheist
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Traditions, with which we are involved). (Blain and Wallis
2009, 416)
Blain and Wallace, as members of a pagan organization, are clearly comfortable with the
overlapping of Heathen and Pagan identities, as are many of those in the more leftleaning/progressive spectrum of Heathenry.
Discussing identity practices, Blain and Wallis turn their attention very briefly to
the troubling issue of race.
Tensions exist between broadly ‘inclusive’ (often mistermed ‘universalist’, confusingly for Religious Studies
where this term has a rather different meaning) Heathenry –
which many Heathens see as mainstream and which accepts
as Heathen any people who feel called or drawn to the
deities and worldview – and other forms which privilege
physical ancestry, often termed ‘folkish’. This debate has
been indicated by, among others, Blain (2006b) drawing on
earlier work in the US of Kaplan (e.g. 1997) and later work
by Gardell (2003). It is important to point out that there are
connections between US developments of ‘race’ and the
adoption of some elements of North European mythology
and practice by adherents of the extreme right, as Gardell
indicates. It is equally important to emphasize that within
the range of Heathen communities from inclusivist to
folkish, almost all adherents would distance themselves
from the extreme right. Links between ethnicity and
religions, however, are not simple. (Blain and Wallis 2009,
425)
This paragraph is the extent of their discussion of race and ethnicity in a seventeen-page
article on Heathenry. The reference to “US developments of race” seems to imply that the
problem is a particularly American one. This may be substantially the case, though the
origins of the problem are not in the United States, nor are its implications and effects
limited to the United States.
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Unlike previous works by Blain, this one includes a comparatively lengthy
disclaimer in regards to Heathen variations.
In this chapter we have attempted to indicate some key
components of Heathenry as practiced today. We must
repeat the caution made at the outset: Heathen practice has
considerable range of forms and indeed meanings, and
while we hope that most of the Heathens who may read this
chapter will recognize at least a close relationship with
what they do, some may find that our descriptions do not
fit. And others may feel that we have neglected their
concerns. We take responsibility for what we have said as
practitioners as well as academic researchers. We have been
describing what we know, those elements of Heathenry that
we have witnessed or participated in. (Blain and Wallis
2009, 430)
Blain and Wallis’s disclaimer that they are only describing what they know and have
participated in, should probably be extended back to cover most, if not all, of Blain’s
scholarship on Heathenry. With only one real exception (Blain 2006a), Blain tends to
evade the very existence of the struggles with race and racism in Heathenry. She prefers
to present Heathenry as she wishes it was, or perhaps as it appears when only considering
those other Heathens with which Blain finds herself personally comfortable.
Michael Moynihan
Michael Moynihan is unusual amongst scholars addressed here, in that he is also
addressed as a subject in the literature under investigation. Though I am generally
addressing authors in the order that their first academic work on Heathenry appeared, I
am addressing Moynihan out of order (a little early) in order to more easily compare his
2006 encyclopedia article to Blain’s entry in the same volume.
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Nicholas Goodrick-Clake (discussed below, immediately after Moynihan)
discusses Moynihan in a chapter about völkisch ideologies in the extremist fringes of the
music industry. He describes Moynihan as “a right wing U.S. industrial musician”
(Goodrick-Clarke, 71), and says:
The Oregon-based industrial musician Michael Jenkins
Moynihan (b. 1970) and his group Blood Axis have
released a CD entitled The Gospel of Inhumanity (1995).
[…] The music and lyrics celebrate the realization of a
violent will-to-power. Highlights include readings from
Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra and spoken
excerpts from the writings of Charles Manson and the
fascist poet Ezra Pound. Reviews hail the piece as full of
brute force, esoteric wisdom and a call to arms; “the
infernal shadowside of pagan Europe.” Some idea of
Moynihan’s political affiliations may be gleamed from an
interview in Aorta, an esoteric fascist booklet series edited
by the writer-musician Kadmon of Vienna. Here he speaks
of his interest in Mithraism, the martial religion popular
among the Roman Legions combining “the harsh reality of
struggle and spiritual light.” He is fascinated by the mythos
of the Archangel Michael as a violent solar deity rather than
as a Christian saint and interprets Charles Manson as a
Gnostic and a kindred spirit of the Nazi philosopher Alfred
Rosenberg. Both are claimed as champions for recognizing
the “polar symbiosis of creation and destruction.”
(Goodrick-Clarke, 207)
Moynihan is certainly a very different character than Blain, and his Heathenry (though it
can be described in very similar sounding terms and is very obviously related) is perhaps
proportionately different as well. Among the largest of these differences is probably the
fact that while Blain’s Heathenry overlaps with and comfortably blends into various
(“neo”) Paganisms, Moynihan’s style of Heathenry (which, in this article at least, he
identifies as Odinism) overlaps instead with Satanism. Similarly, while Blain sometimes
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goes to extremes to evade any connection with racism and Nazis, Moynihan has never
had any hesitation openly associating with blatant racists and open neo-Nazis.
In 1988 he brought out a special edition of Nietzsche’s The
Anti-Christ and became interested in Charles Manson and
the Californian Church of Satan. These stations mapped his
exploration of a pagan philosophy based on nature, race
and a blood mystique. In 1989 he founded Blood Axis,
taking as its symbol the Kruckenkreuz, which had been
used by Jörg Lanz von Lievenfels as the symbol of the
Order of the New Templars; the cross was also used by the
Austrian Vaterländische Front and later became the national
emblem of Austria under the regime of Chancellor Dollfuß.
He has also collaborated with Boyd Rice, an industrial
musician, who is both a priest in the Church of Satan and a
member of Bob Heick’s American Front of Nazi skinheads.
In 1992, under his imprint Storm, Moynihan published a
complete anthology of James N. Mason’s militant articles
from Seige, the periodical of the National Socialist
Liberation Front, which called for terrorist attacks on the
“Jewish power structure” of the United States.” (GoodrickClarke, 207)
Goodrick-Clarke points out that Moynihan is also a priest of the Church of Satan
(Goodrick-Clarke, 227).
Gardell discusses Moynahan briefly in the context of his “ethnic Asatrú” chapter,
as one of the main “talents” of Robert Taylor’s Tribe of Wulfings (one of the four
organizations he looks at as examples of the “ethnic” approach to Heathenry). He is
introduced with these words:
… author, publisher, and musician Michael Moynihan,
whose “industrial/apocalyptic folk” group Blood Axis has
achieved international fame in the globalized, eerie
subculture that revolves around art and the dark, occult,
mysterious, and gothic in disdain of the modern world.
(Gardell 2003, 265)
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Both Moynahan and Taylor are much more substantially discussed, however, in Gardell’s
chapter on the overlaps and interactions between Heathenry and Satanism. Both are
shown to be heavily involved with Satanist communities, organizations, and subcultures.
Moynihan’s style of Satanism would seem to be the far-right Nazi/racist style of Satanism
(there are other sorts), and according to Gardell, he sees fascism as a practical and useful
tool.
Michael Moynihan saw the rising fascist attitude within
Satanism as a “perfectly natural evolution,” a sign
indicating that “organized Satanism” had increasingly
become “more equipped to deal with the challenges of the
future.” (Gardell 2003, 318)
Accused of being a Holocaust revisionist, Moynihan denies the charge in terms that
sound distinctly supremacist.
“I am not a Holocaust Revisionist, but I also do not really
care about the Holocaust one way or another. I don’t feel
responsible for it, and while it may mean a lot
(understandably) to some people, it has nothing to do with
me.” (Moynihan quoted in Gardell 2003, 302)
In another interview cited by Gardell, Moynihan insisted that he should care much more
about the Irish Potato Famine than the Holocaust, because he was part Irish (Gardell
2003, 302). He thinks the Holocaust has nothing to do with him because it was not his
people who someone tried to exterminate. Despite his obvious comfort with engaging
with Neo-Nazis, fascists, and white supremacists, and his publishing of anti-Semitic
materials, Gardell insists that Moynihan is not a white supremacist, and even hesitates to
call him racist.
Moynihan takes exception to the ideology of white
supremacy and finds no value in “shouting artificial
slogans” about white pride. “I certainly don’t identify with
152

any vague racial category like being ‘white’ and have never
attempted to project such a notion.” Moynihan says that he
does not feel particularly connected to most whites around
him, supremacists included. “I see many examples in
organized racism where they make a lot of excuses for
people and are willing to accept a lot of substandard
behavior.” While not a supremacist, Moynihan does see a
connection between genetics and spirituality along the lines
of the ethnic Asatrúers. To the extent that metagenetics is a
racial philosophy, Moynihan may qualify as a racist, but
again, ethnocentric spirituality should not be confused with
Aryan revolutionary activities. There is a world of
difference between the Wotansvolk and Blood Axis
projects, a lack of correspondence both parties readily
acknowledge.
This distinction needs to be emphasized in light of the
SPLC Intelligence Report article that portrayed Moynihan
as one of the top six radical-right leaders, placing him
among the likes of cyberwarrior Alex Curtis, who tirelessly
sought to promulgate lone-wolfism and violent direct
action to his Internet milieu of Aryan activists. To the best
of my knowledge, Moynihan does not spend his time
pushing frustrated white revolutionaries to engage in an
armed underground war against ZOG, nor does he belong
to any such organization. He is not a politician, but an
artist. Conveying a cultural critique of modernity from an
elitist perspective that towers above the lack of vision he
patronizingly ascribes to mainstream herd-man, Moynihan
may perhaps be a “leader” of a self-styled artistic advance
guard but more in the sense of a Nietzsche than a Hitler.
(Gardell 2003, 303)
This discussion relates, of course, directly to Gardell’s difficulties around the words
“racism” and “supremacy.” Gardell hesitantly acknowledges that Moynihan “may qualify
as racist” but insists that he is not a “supremacist.” Distinguishing Moynihan from the
explicit and open racism of Wotansfolk is important, but I do not see how that exonerates
him of “supremacy.” Saying that someone “may” qualify as racist, but definitely not a
“supremacist” when they have been actively involved with Neo-Nazi activities is more
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than a bit misleading. Gardell takes the position that someone only qualifies as a
supremacist if they publicly identify themselves that way (Gardell 2003, 275). Selfidentification is certainly important, and worth noting, but especially when we talk about
something like racism, there is a great impetus to keep certain beliefs and attitudes under
cover, and even the most extreme public offenders are perfectly able to simply deny their
involvement. (See David Duke’s recent denial that he was ever a white supremacist for a
blatant example (Feldman 2015; Neiwert 2015)).
Moynihan is both a regular contributor to, and one of the co-editors of, the antimodernist journal Tyr, a journal which, though not explicitly Heathen, draws an
interesting selection of right-leaning Heathens to contribute to its pages. He has also coauthored the book Lords of Chaos: the Bloody Rise of the Satanic Metal Underground
(1998), with Didrik Søderlind.
In the 2006 entry “Odinism” in Bron Taylor’s Encyclopedia of Religion and
Nature, Moynihan presents Odinism as the mainstream umbrella of the movement which
includes Blain and her Ásatruar. He uses the blurry boundaries between the categories
(addressed by all scholars who address the different approaches in any degree of depth) to
largely dismiss the relationship between Odinism and racism, despite raising the
allegation himself on numerous occasions. It is noteworthy that both Blain and
Moynihan, despite their differences, agree on so many of the central tenants of Heathen
myth and symbolism. Both emphasize the central role of Yggdrasil, for example, in the
worldview and imaginary of Heathens/Odinists, and describe their significance in much
the same way.
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A major difference however, is that Moynihan, quite unlike Blain, emphasizes the
importance of “familial lineages,” “ancestral culture,” and “ethnic heritage.” For
example, in talking about the gods of Odinism/Asatru/Heathenry:
[The Odinist] deities generally exhibit stronger connections
to “earthly” realms of fertility and sensuality, both of which
are important categories to many Odinists. Fertility is not
only recognized in relationship to agricultural crops and a
healthy natural environment, but also in the continuance of
familial lineages which are central in a religion
emphasizing ancestral culture and ethnic heritage.
Sensuality is welcomed as a vital and stimulating ingredient
for the full enjoyment of human existence. (Moynihan
2006, 2)
Moynihan emphasizes the importance of “ethnic heritage” and “lineage” as central to
Odinism/Ásatrú, in the same volume where Blain makes a clear effort to evade such
issues and pretend they are not a part of Heathenry.
Moynihan’s history of Odinism delves into aspects of Heathen history that most
insider scholars have either been unaware of or have actively evaded.
A balanced scholarly study of the emergence of Odinism in
the modern era has yet to be written, but various stages can
be discerned. Although the revival of interest in ancient
Germanic culture can already be seen in the seventeenthcentury Swedish Storgoticist movement and the figure of
Johannes Bureus (1568–1652), more concrete indications
are evident in late eighteenth-century Germany, when
specific efforts were made to stir popular interest in the
newly rediscovered religion of Odin and the elder
Germanic deities. Among Sturm und Drang intellectuals,
the philosopher J. G. Herder (1744–1803) extolled the
legacy of the pre-Christian Germanic north as an important
ingredient for building an organic national culture. A 1775
book called Wodan, der Sachsen Held und Gott (Wodan,
the Hero and God of the Saxons) by H. W. Behrisch (1744–
1825) declared Odin the “light of the world” and loftiest
exemplar for the modern Germans of Saxony, and urged
them to rediscover the true nature of their beginnings in the
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“sacred darkness of the northerly forests.” A century later,
the burgeoning Germanic national romanticism coalesced
into pan-Germanist and völkisch movements with visible
alternative religious elements. By the early 1900s, overtly
neo-heathen groups had established themselves. These
included the Armanen-shaft, led by the Austrian mystic and
author Guido von List (1848–1919), and the Germanische
Glaubens-Gemeinschaft, led by the German painter Ludwig
Fahrenkrog (1867–1952). This flowering was relatively
short-lived, however, as the incipient National Socialist
regime would eventually curtail or forbid nearly all such
groups, forcing them to go underground or disband.
An Australian lawyer and writer, Alexander Rud Mills
(1885–1964), appears to have been the first person publicly
to promote Odinism in the English-speaking world. By the
1930s Rud Mills was advocating a movement firmly
opposed to Christianity and featuring a strident anti-Jewish
component, and in 1936 he published a substantial
handbook detailing the philosophy and rituals of this highly
idiosyncratic “Anglecyn Church of Odin.” Despite issuing
publications over a period of three decades, Rud Mills
never found any significant support for his efforts, and his
work has largely faded into obscurity.
In the aftermath of World War II, with lingering public
perceptions that National Socialism had been a “pagan”
movement (an inaccurate perception, as official Third
Reich policy endorsed “positive Christianity”), over twenty
years would pass before Germanic neo-heathenism began
to flourish again, and now in new areas. In the United
States a number of small groups emerged unbeknown to
one another, such as the Odinist Fellowship, formed by
Else Christensen in 1971 (and influenced to some degree
by the preceding efforts of Rud Mills), the Viking
Brotherhood, formed by Stephen A. McNallen in 1971–
1972, and the Northernway, founded by Robert and Karen
Taylor in 1974. The Viking Brotherhood would later
develop into the Ásatrú Free Assembly, the first national
Odinist organization to gain any momentum in America.
During the mid-1980s the A.F.A. went into a hiatus – out of
which emerged two significant and still active groups, the
Ásatrú Alliance and the Ring of Troth – before
reconstituting itself as the Ásatrú Folk Assembly. In
England similar initiatives had arisen independently, such
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as the Committee for the Restoration of the Odinic Rite
(later shortened to the Odinic Rite) established in 1973 by
John Yeowell; a variety of other groups have also sprung up
there over the last quarter-century. In Iceland, the home of
the Old Norse sagas, Sveinbjörn Beinteinsson (1924–1993)
formed the Ásatrúarfélag in 1973 and succeeded in having
heathenism legally recognized. Other small groups have
been active since at least the 1970s in most Scandinavian
countries. Beyond the growing list of national Odinist
organizations, many smaller, localized independent
associations exist, as do untold numbers of solitary
practitioners. (Moynahan 2006, 2-3)
Moynihan’s history of the Odinist movement is interesting for two substantial
reasons. First, it takes “Odinism” as a term synonymous with what I am meaning by
“Heathenry.” All “reconstructed” Norse/Germanic paganisms, including McNallen’s
Ásatrú movement, are included under the umbrella of “Odinism.” Second, though
Moynihan downplays the importance of A. Rud Mills, suggesting he is merely a weak
perhaps even tangential connection, he does talk about the role of Mills, Herder, and
others that Ásatrúar like Blain (earlier in the same work) seem to wish to ignore and
deny. Blain entirely ignores the Odinist movement in her discussion of Heathenry, while
Moynihan lumps all of Heathenry under Odinism.
In many ways, Moynihan’s history of Heathenry is more accurate and substantial
than those of any other insider or Pagan Studies scholar of the topic. However, quite
despite this, he still emphasizes McNallen’s myth of contemporary origins and downplays
many of the connections he acknowledges. Some of that is clearly an effort to insist on
distance from the Nazis. He suggests that A. Rud Mills is inexplicably insignificant to
later Heathenry, in conflict with every other mention of him in this body of scholarship.
He also insists that “some” Odinists are more racialist, and less ritual oriented, presenting
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Odinism as the broadest overarching category; once again in direct contrast to all other
extant scholarship on the topic.
Moynihan explicitly equates Odinism and Ásatrú as two words for the same thing.
He confuses the terminology of the field of Heathenry in such a direct and contrary way
that it almost must be deliberate from such an intentional trickster-figure as Michael
Moynihan (see Gardell 303-4). As someone who clearly overlaps much more with the
racialist and fascist leaning Odinist branch of Heathenry than the more Pagan and leftleaning Ásatrú presented by Blain, he might prefer that the language about such
distinctions be as confused as possible. Such obfuscation benefits the maintenance of
ambiguous, shadowy, border areas where Odinists would be impossible to tell from other
sorts of Heathens, and the Wotanists are the real racist bad guys.
Gardell puts Moynihan in his ethnic category, the in-between category. This
makes sense in that Moynihan plays back and forth across borders in an actively evasive
way, discursively tacking his language to make him difficult to pin down in any particular
ideological camp. This, as I will discuss later, is a major characteristic of the
ethnic/folkish, in-between, variety of Heathenry, though Moynihan is a particularly
dramatic example. Moynihan is an individual who actively and consciously crosses many
of the boundaries discussed in this dissertation. He refuses, consciously and in active
discourse, to settle down into or be labeled as any particular category. If he is aware a
category exists, he appears to make pains to be sure he does not fit within it. At least one
reason that he does not mix with people like Wotansfolk is because they are clearly
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focused on a particular agenda. This, to Moynihan, would be inherently limiting of his
potential.
Comparing Moynihan’s encyclopedia entry to Blain’s shows that one of the
primary distinctions between Ásatrú and Odinism pointed out by Kaplan in 1996 is still
in full effect in 2006, a decade later. Moynihan locates the origins of the movement in
Germany, and (hesitantly) links it with the work of Alexander Rud Mills in Australia. He
acknowledges the role of race for some Odinists, but tries to distance Odinism as a whole
from the issue (just like the more Pagan and Universalist Heathens try to distance
themselves from the issue, and in much the same way). He does point out the “Wotanists”
as even more extreme racialists, giving more support to Blain’s observation that so long
as we can point to someone more extreme down the line, we can avoid interrogating our
own connections to racism.
Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke
Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke’s 2003, Black Sun: Aryan Cults, Esoteric Nazism and
the Politics of Identity, investigates the contemporary ideological descendants of the
völkisch movement that spawned the Nazi Party in early twentieth century Germany. He
looks at what he labels neo-völkish movements, which continue the sorts of blood and
soil ideologies of the earlier German völkish movements. Goodrick-Clarke discusses the
transformation of these ideologies (including folkish branches of Heathenry) from
German nationalism to “white” racial discourses (Goodrick-Clarke, 3). Essentially, this
transforms a competing racial discourse into a much closer cognate which reinforces and
supports the dominant U.S. racial systems.
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… I found that I was actually having to write a new history
of contemporary neo-völkisch groups and ideology in
America and Europe. It became apparent that this new
völkisch revival, especially prevalent in the Englishspeaking world, documents the reaction to the high tide of
liberalism and globalization from the 1980s onward.
(Goodrick-Clarke, 6)
As a scholar of völkisch thought and Nazi Germany, most of his previous work
has been focused on the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in and around central
Europe. In this work, however, he moves forward in history, to look at the development
of völkisch ideas and movements after the Nazi Party and World War Two.
The intellectual origins of National Socialism can be traced
to the German völkisch groups and sects espousing
nationalist and anti-semitic doctrines in Austria and
Germany at the turn of the last century. Discouraged by
liberal political establishments, these groups incubated
reactionary ideologies of German racial identity, which
then found overt political expression after the privations
and loss of the First World War. It seems likely that these
new religions of white identity in the United States and
other white nations26 facing growing ethnic minorities are
performing a similar incubatory function, all the more
virulent for their political marginalization and repression.
(Goodrick-Clarke, 256)
These new völkisch movements, despite being more focused on “white” than “German”
(and thus having a proportionally greater concern with blacks and other non-whites in
addition to a focus on primarily Jews as “the Other”) still seems to have an identifiable
structural similarity to their predecessors of the 1920s. Goodrich-Clarke argues that they
are probably due to much the same causes as well:
Just as the original völkisch movement arose as a defensive
ideology of German identity against modernity in the late
26

Goodrich-Clarke’s reference here to “white nations” and the threat of growing ethnic minorities fits
well with his apparent assessment of contemporary racial politics, as will be discussed further below.
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nineteenth century, this neo-völkisch revival acts as a
defensive ideology of white identity against
multiculturalism, affirmative action and mass Third World
immigration. (Goodrick-Clarke, 6)
Amidst chapters on British and U.S. Nazism, Satanism, UFO religion, Julius
Evola, Miguel Serrano, Savitri Devi, black metal, and conspiracy theory (among other
topics) Goodrick-Clarke includes a chapter on “Nordic Racial Paganism” (GoodrickClarke 257-278). Drawing extensively on a pre-publication chapter-manuscript of Mattias
Gardell’s 2003, Gods of the Blood (Goodrick-Clarke, 259), Goodrick-Clarke presents
“Odinism” as an “unabashed racial paganism” (Goodrick-Clarke, 257). Except for a brief
reference to Ásatrú (from the bottom of 261 through the middle of 262; mentioning
Steven McNallen, Michael Murray/the Ásatrú Alliance, and Edred Thorsson/the Troth)
the focus is entirely on the explicitly racist Odinism. He specifically focuses on three
individuals/groups: Wyatt Kaldenberg, Jost Turner and his National Socialist Kindred /
Aryan Kriya, and David and Katja Lane and Ron McVan of Wotansfolk (and their “14
Words”).
Describing/defining “Odinism” he says:
Regarding Christianity itself as a Jewish cultural product
with its origins in the Middle East, the Odinist movement
articulates an unabashed racial paganism, invoking the gods
of the Norse and Teutonic pantheons. By reviving the
festivals, rituals and customs of the ancient Indo-European
peoples, they wish to break what they regard as the alien,
imposed domain of Christianity after two thousand years.
This spiritual rediscovery of the Aryan ancestral gods is
intended to embed the white races in a sacred worldview
that supports their tribal feeling and partial view of
humanity. (Goodrick-Clarke, 257)
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Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke is very much talking about race. His focus is on what
he labels “neo-völkisch” movements. Having looked, in previous works, at the völkisch
ideas which underlay and contributed to the development of the Nazi phenomenon in
early nineteenth century Germany, in Black Sun Goodrick-Clarke turns instead to the life
of the völkisch idea after the fall of the German National Socialist (“Nazi”) Party. He
points out that in the post WWII context the focus of these movements has shifted from
German nationalism to white racial identification.
Goodrick-Clarke’s analysis is probably the most sympathetic academic analysis of
völkisch racialist movements I have encountered. He is clear about condemning Nazi
atrocities and warns that the similarities between 1920s Germany and the 2000s “West”
suggest the possibility of similar developments in the future. However, he also
emphasizes that these reactions are understandable, even justifiable, given the tensions
caused by rampant multiculturalism (both in the 20s and now). He strongly implies
(though never quite specifically states) that the way to prevent the development of a new
Nazi-like phenomenon is to combat the currently popular multicultural projects. In the
quote below, for example, Goodrich-Clarke argues that Civil Rights legislation is actually
racist and that the reactionary backlash of white racism is reasonable and justified.
During the 1960s black power groups and radical critics
called for the official recognition of “minority” group status
and restitutive action by the state. The institutionalization
of these demands led to extensive programs of equal
opportunities and affirmative action in the provision of
public services, employment and education to favor
American blacks. A gradual transmutation of civil-rights
law has led to the reorientation of these programs from
equal opportunities toward the equal outcomes of racial
quotas. This attribution of special benefits and privileges on
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the basis of ascriptive group membership is an
unprecedented and remarkable deviation from the AngloAmerican tradition of individual rights. The discriminatory
effects of these policies on whites, both potential and
actual, has understandably caused some resentment among
whites. Government-mandated privileges on the basis of
race have in turn fostered the growth of the racist far right.
(Goodrich-Clarke, 303-4)
Once again, as with Gardell, a lack of comprehension of contemporary U.S. (if not
global) racial dynamics misleads Goodrich-Clarke, in this case to interpret policies
designed to address historic and systematic inequalities as, instead, corrupted efforts at
color-blind, individualist justice. His claim that “special benefits and privileges on the
basis of ascriptive group membership” is “an unprecedented and remarkable deviation,”
ignores the vast majority of U.S. history (and a great deal of British history as well),
during which ascriptive belonging to the category “white” explicitly and unapologetically
delivered huge benefits and privileges.
Mattias Gardell
The most massive scholarly analysis of Heathenry yet, Mattias Gardell’s 2003,
Gods of the Blood: The Pagan Revival and White Separatism focuses directly and
explicitly on race. Though he devotes a small amount of attention to the “antiracist”
varieties of “Norse Paganism,” the focus of the text is “racist paganism.” He spends much
greater amount of space on non-Heathen subsets of the white racist movement (multiple
chapters in contrast to a mere two-and-a-half page blurb on “antiracist paganism” out of a
more than 400-page book). Though he does tentatively agree with other scholars that
“[t]he antiracist wing seems to be numerically strongest, although there are no reliable
statistics available” (Gardell 2003, 153). His subject is specifically the overlap of white
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racism and Heathenry. He strongly emphasized therefore the more explicitly white
“separatist” (a term he differentiated from “supremacist”) Heathens (as well as those he
saw as actual supremacists). A substantial portion of the book is devoted to white racialist
(~white supremacist) discourses more generally, including Christian identity and other
(neither Christian nor Heathen) white racialist religions (World Church of the Creator for
example).
Gods of the Blood offers a unique introduction to the world
of racist paganism. While looking at a wide spectrum of
“Aryan” pre-Christian pagan traditions, this book focuses
on the scene’s most vibrant elements: reconstructed Norse
paganism – Asatrú or Odinism – and the dim underworld
where heathendom meets racist Satanism and occult
national socialism. (Gardell 2003, 1)
Gardell investigates Heathenry’s history, development, and divisions on his way to a
demonstration that 1) Heathenry has further radicalized the Aryan activist subculture, and
2) Heathenry (along with other sorts of white/Aryan activism) are an outgrowth of, and
response to, globalization.
History, Origins, and Divisions
Gardell starts with a couple of chapters on the changing nature of race and racism
in the United States and the various counter-cultural racist organizations it has spawned
and supports. He then looks at the development of Contemporary Paganism and the place
of Heathenry within it (though other sorts of paganism are only briefly mentioned; the
chapter on Paganism is almost all about Heathenry). This approach to Heathenry as an
outgrowth of Paganism is perhaps methodologically problematic for him. Despite writing
at length about the influence of A. Rud Mills on Odinism (Gardell 2003; 167-68, 170-71,
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261), Gardell continues to see Heathenry as newly founded in the 1970s. A chapter on
Wotansvolk (one of the more blatantly racist Heathen groups) is followed by one
focusing particularly on what Gardell calls “Ethnic Ásatrú” (which is basically Kaplan’s
“geneticist” category), and another focusing on overlaps between “Ásatrú, Satanism, and
Occult National Socialism.” The conclusion of the book comes back around to focus on
“Aryan Paganism” as a romantic reaction to globalization.
Gardell investigates the origins of Aryan activism in the Romantic period, and
talks extensively about the relationship of contemporary “norse paganism” with these
older ideologies and social locations, but he still wants to say that somehow this
movement is new, and only started in the 1970s. Despite presenting a great deal of
contradictory evidence, Gardell still seems to buy into McNallen’s myth of contemporary
origins. Despite discussions of nineteenth and early twentieth century romanticism and its
similarities to contemporary Heathenry, Gardell seems unaware of the direct relationships
between the two. Even as he discusses the fluidity of membership between Odinist and
Ásatrú groups, he totally fails to recognize the age of what we are now calling Odinism.
Despite taking a closer look at Heathen origins and history than any other scholar thus
far, he continues to make statements such as, “The late 1960s and early 1970s saw the
first efforts to reconstruct pre-Christian Norse paganism” (Gardell 2003, 152), and
“Established in 1969, the Odinist Fellowship is the oldest organization on the Norse
Pagan scene” (Gardell 2003, 165). As we will see in the next chapter, this is more than a
little misleading.
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Though continuing to emphasize (like Kaplan) the fluidity and variation within
Heathenry, Gardell also follows Kaplan (quite closely) in dividing the movement up into
three categorical subsets.
Far from being a monolithic entity, the world of Norse
paganism in the United States is extremely diverse, with
many distinct ideological variations and organizations with
profoundly different opinions concerning what
Asatrú/Odinism27 is all about. The key divisive issues are
centered on race and for whom the Nordic path is intended.
Here, three distinct positions of an Asatrú “Triangle” can be
identified: an antiracist position that welcomes any
genuinely interested person irrespective of race or
ethnicity; a radical racist position that defines
Asatrú/Odinism as an expression of the Aryan race soul and
sees it as an exclusively Aryan path; and an ethnic position
that, not always successfully, tries to get beyond the issue
by claiming that Asatrú is linked with north European
ethnicity. (Gardell 2003, 153)
The three positions Gardell identifies are, despite the variation in name, identical to
Kaplan’s scheme of division between “reconstructive strategies” (Kaplan 1997). Gardell’s
“antiracist” corresponds to what Kaplan called “the modernist theory,” which has
emically been known as “Universalism.” Gardell’s “radical racist” position is what
Kaplan referred to as the “Odinist path.” Gardell’s “ethnic” position corresponds to
Kaplan’s “geneticist theory,” known to Heathens as “Folkish” Heathenry. Gardell
includes Kaplan’s 1997 work on Heathenry in his bibliography (but not the 1996 one).
His only citation of this work is on the same page as his articulation of Heathenry into the
same three categories Kaplan uses, but gives Kaplan no credit for the model.

27

Gardell doesn’t even try to distinguish between Ásatrú and Odinism. He uses the words
interchangeably or together, with a slash between them. Yet... when he gets to the “ethnic position,” he
reverts to just Ásatrú with no explanation. Likewise, he frequently just uses “Odinism” or “Odinist”
when discussing the radical racists, but never discusses these linguistic markers of identification.
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Veteran Edred Thorsson (1997) estimates the ratio of racist
versus nonracist Asatrúers to be 40:60. He also believes
that those involved with the racist wing more likely have
found their spiritual home and will stay there, whereas the
nonracist28 wing tends to be more transient, composed of
seekers who might be into Norse religion this week, Wicca
the next week, and turn to an Eastern creed the week after
that. Another Veteran, Valgard Murray (1997) of the Asatrú
Alliance, estimates the ratio at 50:50, and, like Thorsson,
believes that the “racially aware” component is more
devoted than the nonracist faction. (Gardell 2003, 153)
Both Murray and Thorsson observe that racist Heathens have a stronger tendency
to stick with the movement while antiracists seem to eventually depart for other religious
identifications. Strmiska himself might be seen as an example of this tendency, though
there are certainly other antiracists (such as myself) who have stuck it out long term. I
will admit, however, that I have certainly felt the pressures they refer to, and have not
been entirely immune to them. Despite the supposed majority of antiracists, it is difficult
not to feel out of place and frequently unwelcome at the common invocation of
völkisch/racialist ideals and discourses. We antiracists might be in the majority, but the
more and more I investigate the topic the less and less it feels like it. I can well
understand why many anti/non-racist Heathens might move to greener, less
uncomfortable, pastures. (And I have known more than a few to do so over the last
couple of decades.) If this observation by Thorsson and Murray is accurate (and I have no
evidence to contradict it) then the majority of the movement who are anti-racist would
largely be composed of newbies, who do not yet understand the ins-and-outs of what it

28

Gardell clearly uses the terms “antiracist” and “nonracist” synonymously. I think these terms should
have subtle, but significant differences.
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actually means (in practice/on the ground) to be Heathen; and who usually decide that it
is not for them once they do.
The last two and a half pages of the chapter on Paganism talks briefly about what
Gardell calls “Antiracist Paganism,” by which he would appear to mean antiracist
Heathenry. (Perhaps among his most egregious misuses of terminology for distinguishing
between groups!) Despite talking about other sorts of Paganism in the rest of the chapter
(and acknowledging on page 31 that Heathens prefer “heathen” to “pagan”) he makes no
mention of any other varieties of “Pagans” here, just Heathens. This is his most
substantial coverage of the antiracist branch of Heathenry. Other than this, a few brief
passing mentions are all that would let a reader realize that all Heathens are not the sorts
of racists he otherwise focuses on. This despite reiterating that the antiracists would seem
to be in the majority. Though such brief references to the antiracist branch(es) of
Heathenry is understandable given Gardell’s focus, readers could be forgiven for
erroneously assuming, based on the info Gardell presents, that the antiracist Heathens are
not really much different from the ethnic or radical racist varieties that he does pay a
great deal of attention to.
Gardell does probably the best job of all the scholars addressed here at
documenting the historical and subcultural relationships between the various sorts of
Heathenry. He talks a great deal about the fluidity and movement of membership between
various far-right/racialist ideologies and Odinism, as first pointed out by Kaplan. He pays
much less attention to the other part of Kaplan’s contribution however. He gives little
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time to the movement between what Kaplan distinguished as Odinism and Ásatrú (and
does not have clear language for the divide).
The Radicalizing of the Aryan Scene
While many mainstream Americans were swept away with
patriotic feelings in reaction to the terrorist attack against
the World Trade Center and Pentagon on September 11,
2001, Aryan revolutionaries were among the few
Americans to openly applaud the event. (Gardell 2003,
324)
At the 2010 American Academy of Religions conference in Atlanta, Georgia,
Gardell stated that his original intent when coming to the U.S. to do fieldwork was to
investigate Identity Christianity. He expected this to be the location of most religious
racism in the U.S. He soon recognized otherwise.
During the 1990s racist paganism emerged as one of the
most dynamic trends of the increasingly radicalized but
highly fragmented and schismatic radical-racist milieu in
the United States. Currently surpassing traditional racist
vehicles, such as national socialist parties and the Ku Klux
Klan(s), in terms of numbers and influence, racist paganism
has caught the attention of a new generation of racial
activists and is well on its way to reducing earlier racist
creeds, such as Christian Identity, to the status of an “old
man’s religion.” The most cursory glimpse at white-racist
publications, Web pages, and white-power lyrics reveals
muscular heathens, pagan gods and goddesses, runes and
symbols, magic, and esoteric themes in abundance.
(Gardell 2003, 1)
One of Gardell’s contributions is his investigation of the way Heathenry
(specifically what Kaplan called “Odinism”) has radicalized the Aryan milieu. Before the
rise of racist Heathenry, most Aryan activists were apparently conservative Christians.
They were pro-America, patriots. Now they are anti-Christian, Anti-US, anti-Democracy,
169

etc. Less motivation to reconciliation or common ground. More motivation to lone-wolf
violence and outright terrorism.
In accentuating the revolutionary position increasingly
adopted by white underground activists since the early
1980s, racist paganism represents a further radicalization of
the white-racist milieu. Denouncing Christianity as
unnatural and anti-white, racist pagans distance themselves
further from the American mainstream, forcibly rejecting
even the far-right “Christian Patriot” as part of the problem
(Gardell 2003, 1-2).
The increasing relevance of Heathenry in the U.S. white racist milieu therefore would be
expected to drive white supremacist subculture, Heathen, Christian, or otherwise, even
further from any commonality with the mainstream of society
Racist paganism is, however, not unique to the United
States but part of a global phenomenon. American
reconstructions of Norse paganism have been successfully
appropriated by “Aryan” revolutionaries in more than 400
countries… (Gardell 2003, 2)
Though not an explicit refutation, this statement certainly calls into question the
claims of so many scholars of Heathenry (both before and after Gardell) that racist
Heathenry either does not exist in their countries, or that it is simply a trivial and easily
ignored marginal minority within Heathenry. In stark contrast to these approaches, and
much more in keeping with Kaplan, Gardell sees the racist elements of Heathenry as
central to its history, definition, and self-understanding. The racist Heathens would
appear to be the real Heathens for Gardell, while the antiracists would appear to be the
easy-to-ignore marginal group (even though arguably in the majority).
During the past few years, the number of racist heathen
groups, white-noise bands, homepages, and magazines has
risen considerably. These developments have affected the
belief systems of white-racist activists organized around
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older counterculture ideologies. In 1999 for example, a
majority of the new recruits to the National Alliance listed
Asatrú or Odinism as their religion. The growth of racist
paganism is not least noticeable among the U.S. prison
population, where the number of openly Asatrú/Odinist
prisoners has tripled in the last five years between 1996 and
2001. Racist heathenry, with its condemnation of
Christianity and American patriotism, represents a further
radicalization of the Aryan scene. While this has
contributed to the marginalization of the Aryan milieu from
mainstream American culture, it has also brought the scene
into contact with alternative beliefs and practices
circulating in the cultural underground. (Gardell 2003, 324)
Globalization
“The gradual construction of a global culture implies the relativization of all other
cultures, despite how universal the values and norms of each culture may once have
appeared to those within it” (Gardell 2003, 3).
Gardell makes sense of Heathenry (which he refers to as “heathenism,” “norse
paganism,” or frequently and confusingly as simply “paganism”) by looking at it as a
response to globalization. He talks about the confusing (for Heathens among others) fact
that while many people see globalization as an expansion of “Western” or specifically
U.S. values being imposed upon those of other cultures (colonialism), there is also a
challenge to Western values in the relativization of all cultures to their globalized context.
From this perspective, he can make sense both of the celebration of “Western”/
“European” (and less often “white” or “Aryan”) values and ways of life by Heathens, as
well as the common belief that whites/Europeans are somehow in danger of being
eradicated by “others.” From this view, we can see Heathens as struggling to keep their
people/culture alive and afloat in a hostile world that is, at best indifferent to their
survival, and, at worst, actively hostile to them. This allows us to place Heathenry in a
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global context, as well as a historical one. He concludes that globalization is not
particularly western, and that the exportation of Western commodities is, in the end, not
an exportation of Western culture.
What globalized was not Western culture but instrumental
techniques to reach specific ends such as profit (capitalist
economy), truth (science), or healing (medicine).
Functional orientation emphasizes rationality, efficiency,
and adaptive upgrading, not cultural or religious identity.
What is at issue is not who someone is but what someone
does. Colonial efforts to establish a premodern system
based on social stratification rather than on function – racist
systems collectively known as white world supremacy –
were in the long run undermined by demands for efficiency
and rationality that arose from the functionally
differentiated subsystems. (Gardell 2003, 9)
He argues that, while “Globalization and modernization thus became identified as carriers
of Western culture, both by colonizers who presented imperialism as a project of
civilizing the world and by the colonized people subject to their rule” (Gardell 2003, 9),
in actuality, “as functionally irrelevant rules of exclusion were removed, non-Westerners
were gradually included in various fields…” (ibid).
The global expansion of functionally differentiated
instrumental techniques can thus be seen as having
propelled not only the global rise of Western culture but
also its subsequent “fall,” the latter process yet unfolding.
Thus, despite the fact that globalization began in early
modern Western society, it has inevitably led toward the
construction of a global culture that is not Western. As this
realization begins to sink in, many Westerners react with
confusion and even panic. (Gardell 2003, 10)
Westerners might panic at this realization because they have been socialized with a
conflicting ideal.
The colonial era spawned an ideological discourse that
identified Western civilization as the most advanced and
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the white race as the crown of creation. World domination
made objectification of Western ethnocentrism possible,
and the norms and values of Western culture were
presented as if they were universal. To this day, when these
notions are challenged, many Westerners react with
disbelief… (Gardell 2003, 10).
However, despite how much people might cling to their old-fashioned privileges and
expectations, “[i]n the context of the emerging global culture, every other culture is
relative, including the Western and Asian.” And “[t]his is clearly a painful realization for
many Westerners…” (ibid).
The point here, is that white racial activists are seeing in globalization the same
threat that indigenous peoples the world around are seeing coming from white people.
Ironically, it turns out that even whiteness is just another threatened particularity in a
world full of globalizing bland sameness. … Except, of course, that it is not. I will focus
in much more detail in Chapter Four on the nature of whiteness and why it is not so easily
comparable to other racial categories. For the moment I will just say that, ironically, by
focusing on the extremes of racism, Gardell manages not to notice the more everyday
racism of the United States. Gardell appears to accept the logic of his research subjects
that being white is just another identity like being a Native American Indian, or being
Jewish, or some such.
He refers to the history of colonialism… but strongly implies that those
imbalances have been largely rectified. He admits once that imbalances still exist (last
paragraph of page 7), and then spends the rest of the section “suggesting” that such are
things of the past. Not only that, he argues that they are things of the past not through any
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local agency (such as revolutions, activism, etc.) but simply cause and effect results of the
“functional differentiation” of modernity.
To summarize, Gardell sees the particularly Western nature of globalization and
modernization as bad fits for the system that are in the process of dropping out of the
phenomenon, as it conflicts directly with the much more essential nature of the
phenomenon (functional differentiation and adaptable instrumentality). This, he proposes,
is one of the sources of “confusion and panic” among many Westerners.
I am not convinced by Gardell’s suggestion that globalization contains the
solutions to racism and nationalism in its insistence on structural differentiation. He
argues that such inequalities are simply lingering artifacts of colonialism, which are
inevitably fading away. Such a conception ignores the history of race and racialization,
not just in the United States, but globally. Racial structures are quite adaptable, and as
will any such social structures/institutions, they can change their very makeup in order to
maintain relevance in shifting circumstances.
As I will explain further in Chapter Four, however, there might be a more local,
immediate, and profound motivation for the revival of contemporary Heathenry in the
United States than simply the process of Globalization. The Civil Rights movement
(which can certainly be seen as an early result of globalization) was a much more
immediate and substantial motivating factor for the development of Heathenry in the
twentieth century United States.
Gardell’s use of terminology is frustratingly imprecise, especially in regard to
categories of identification. Gardell makes no distinction between an opposition to racism
174

in Heathenry (antiracist) and a lack of focus on race in Heathenry (nonracist). This would
seem to be related to the distinction he insists on drawing between radical racist “white
supremacists,” and ethnic “white separatists.”
This distinction seems to be based in a lack of understanding of the racial
dynamics and history of the United States. However, much, perhaps most, of mainstream
U.S. culture should be expected to respond much the same. It is difficult for many people
to understand how a call for “white pride” is different from a call for “black pride.” Those
accustomed to unfair advantage due to generations of racial biasing in education,
employment, housing, labor rights, are inevitably going to feel persecuted; they will feel
a very legitimate sense of loss, of lessening of status, of being diminished. The loss of
unfair advantage can only feel like a loss of a basic right, a privilege that was supposed to
come with birth in the right place at the right time. When those privileges are revoked,
through no personal fault of your own, it can seem more than a little harsh and unfair. I
understand why people get heated when discussing these topics. I still do.
But the nationalist conception of nation as “organic,” as
something given by nature – as though mankind had always
been organized in different nations, or as though the nation
were merely a modern appendage to the evolution of
family-clan-tribe – lands far from the mark: a nation is not
a product of blood but of ideology and social processes.
Conflicting ideas of the nation’s make-up may thus be
present at the same time and place, and the dominant
definition of a given nation may change over time. (Gardell
2003, 4)
Gardell overemphasizes the difference between the “white supremacist” project
and that of what he calls “white separatists,” which apparently leads him to misinterpret
the level of continuation and commonality between “radical racist” Odinism and “ethnic”
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Folkish Ásatrú. He also uses terms of identification very indistinctly and inconsistently,
which make many of his points unnecessarily difficult to follow. Gardell’s investigation
of Heathen history and origins is incredibly useful, however, as is his analysis of
globalization and the Aryan reaction to global relativization. Gardell talks about
Heathenry (along with other racialist groups) as a reaction to the marginalization of
Western culture and ideology within the advancing of Globalization, the very thing white
people are often criticized as being responsible for by non-westerners. Gardell sees
Heathenry as the currently most popular version of a larger field of responses to
globalization and modernity. An anti-modern response (which would prefer to be seen as
pre-modern rather than post-modern) that appeals to the past in a romantic search for a
solid identity in a shifting and substantially “ungrounded” reality of the “modern”
“global” “world.” As Gardell demonstrates, such a response also leads to the greater
radicalization of an already radical racist milieu of white supremacist/separatist activists.
Heathenry serves well as a transition point between various other social locations/
identifications. Christian to Heathen/Pagan, racially dominant to persecuted minority,
open racist to ethnic resistor against global hegemony, etc. Of course, such a wide terrain
between often extreme locations can serve as more than just a means of transition, people
can inhabit these spaces as well. They can stop here, rather than going on into the wilds
of Aryan activism for example.
This ambiguous space is one that people can (and do) live in.
Interestingly, Gardell contradicts his own definition of “racism” in order to argue
that the Ethnic Ásatrúar category, unlike the Odinists, are not “racist.” He points out
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many differences between the approaches, emphasizing their differences from, and
discomfort with, each other.
While criticized for racializing Asatrú by antiracist pagans,
spokespersons of the ethnic position have been condemned
as race traitors by militantly racist Asatrú/Odinists.
Wotansvolk receives much correspondence from racist
pagan prisoners who are disgusted with Murray’s and
McNallen’s “soft stand on race,” “cowardly PC politics,”
and “refusal to work for the survival of the Aryan race.”
(Gardell 2003, 274).
He also notes that ethnic Ásatrúar often object to being called racist.
That spokespersons of ethnic Asatrú organizations
repeatedly have taken exception to racism and national
socialism has not prevented them from being branded “hate
groups” by media and antiracist civil-rights organizations,
such as the Southern Poverty Laws Center and the
Coalition for Human Dignity. (Gardell 2003, 274)
He states, clearly disapprovingly, that some “articles call Reinhold Clinton an antiSemitic for sponsoring a lecture by Holocaust-denier David Irving and associating with
American Front skinheads, and name other Asatrúers for past national socialist activities”
(Gardell 2003, 275). Gardell defends Clinton from these charges by asserting that,
… while it is true that Reinhold Clinton brought in David
Irving – in fact, he did so twice – that does not necessarily
imply that Clinton is a fascist. The American Front
skinheads he briefly associated with do not consider
Clinton to be on their side. Furthermore, nonwhites have
been guests at Wotan’s Kindred ceremonies, and Clinton
claims to have excommunicated Ron McVan for preaching
fascism and racial hatred. (Gardell 2003, 275-76)
Is it sufficient to say that Clinton is not accepted by a racist group means he is not racist?
I do not see how this holds. One surely does not have to be a member of a particular
group to be racist. The fact that there have been non-white guests at Clinton’s events
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hardly means that they do not divide humans into mutually exclusive racial categories
(see Gardell’s definition of “racism” below).
Based on fieldwork observations, including interviews and
conversations with AA and AFA pagans and an extensive
review of their publications and speeches, my conclusion is
that neither organization really qualifies as a whitesupremacist hate group. Although metagenetics can be
analyzed as a racist theory, its adherents do not see
themselves as racists. (Gardell 2003, 275)
Self-definition is not sufficient to qualify or disqualify one as racist. Gardell admits as
much himself in his definition of the word (discussed below). However, he continues to
argue that since Ethnic Ásatrúar are not Odinists and do not self-identify as racist, they
must not be racists.
At pagan gatherings, people generally do not discuss the
evils of ZOG or the Jew World Order, much less discuss
preparations for an armed underground resistance, for an
approaching race war, or for building a war chest through
robberies and criminal activities. Activities instead include
pagan ceremonies, sejd, drum journeys, útsitting, sauna,
rune magic, studies of Norse history and folklore; old
handicrafts such as weaving, mead brewing, and smith
work; artwork, hunting, folk music, herbalism, healing, and
Viking games. Comparison of ritual content between racist
and ethnic pagans reveal that whereas Wotansvolk blot
ceremonies always remain focused on Aryan survival and
empowerment, AA or AFA blots are focused on the
god/desses in season. (Gardell 2003, 275)
Gardell also suggests that since the Nazi’s would not have approved of them, that
somehow this removes from them any association with racism.
A series of articles by Tribe of Wulfings member Markus
Wolff on the völkisch movement does present völkisch
philosophers, heathens, and magicians in a favorable light
but also points out that the national socialist regime in
Germany generally “was ill-disposed to most völkisch
occultism.” (Gardell 2003, 275)
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How does the fact that the Nazi’s did not like other kinds of völkisch projects change
whether this approach is racist? The Nazis were not the only racists in history, and their
model is not the only model of contemporary racism. This is a common evasive
technique to distract from the true nature of the relationship. In any case, what the early
mid-twentieth century Nazi’s thought about occultism has very little to do with where
early twenty-first century occultists stand on racial issues.
In the introduction to his text, Gardell has this to say, about the definition of
racist:
Some of the heathens categorized as “racist” in this study
would probably object to the label due to the negative
connotations associated with the concept in contemporary
mainstream discourse. (Gardell 2003, 29)
This quote clearly indicates that Gardell means by “racist” something other than selfidentification. He goes on to clarify what he will mean by the word.
In this book, then, the term racist is detached from any
moral assumptions and simply signifies a person who
believes that mankind may be classified into any given
number of “races” that “by nature” differ from each other
not only in physical but also in mental and moral qualities...
(Gardell 2003, 29)
He specifies that “[t]his does not necessitate a hierarchical ordering of distinct races in
terms of ‘superior’ or ‘inferior,’ even though this has often been the case” (Gardell 2003,
29). He points out, for example, that “A few of the racists introduced herein […] would
fully accept ‘integration’ as long as racial ‘differences’ were acknowledged and protected
by policies preventing assimilation and miscegenation” (Gardell 2003, 29).
Despite these, Gardell finds himself undermining and denying his own definition
in trying to defend the Ethnic Ásatrúar as “not racist” despite their explicitly racist
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discourse, activities, associations, and agendas. This problem of interpretation may stem
from his lack of understanding of racial structures and history in the United States.
He is perfectly right to distinguish between the radical racists (Odinists/Wotanists)
from the ethnic/”folkish” Heathens. There are clearly different projects going on here.
“Folkish” Heathenry, as championed by McNallen and Murray, is a distinctly different
project from the much more explicit racialism of the Odinists, because it is (as Gardell
gives ample evidence) a project to make the völkisch project of the Odinists more
palatable and easy to sell in a mainstream U.S. audience that would never buy such
explicit racism.
In 2005 Gardell contributed a chapter to James R. Leiws and Jesper Aagaard
Petersen’s Controversial New Religions. His chapter looks at the actively white racist
religions in the United States. He breaks his subject into three categories: “racist
Christianity, religious national socialism, and racist paganism” (Gardell 2005, 388). The
“racist paganism” of which he writes is, of course, a subset of Heathenry. In his section
on “Wolf Age Pagans” (Gardell 2005, 407-18) he points out that “[t]he late 1990s saw the
rise of racist paganism to become one of the most dynamic religious expressions of the
white-power culture” (ibid, 407). He also tries to emphasize that “not all pagans are
racist” (ibid, 408) and that “racism is not inherent in paganism” (ibid, 407). These claims
are another blatant and obvious example of the continuing trouble with his terminology. I
suspect he means to say that not all Heathens are racist, but his actual statement could
easily be read as claiming that Wiccans (for example) are not necessarily racist, but that
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Heathens are. His use of the term “pagan” here (as elsewhere) is incredibly general and
indistinct.
Gardell’s look at racist Heathens focuses on two groups: The Odinist Fellowship,
which he still calls “the oldest existing organization on the Norse pagan scene” (ibid,
409), and Wotansvolk, one of the most blatantly and rabidly racist of the far-right wing
Odinist groups (who call themselves “Wotanist” as an even more extreme version of
Odinism that hearkens back deliberately to the nineteenth century Wotanist movements).
Gardell’s conclusion in this article is that:
Ancient Norse culture is well suited to serve as a source for
a supposed racial golden age, as it provides believers with
ample but incomplete material of an alternative world of
old. Paganism therefore allows racist activists to project
their ideals back in to legendary times when Aryan society
was untainted by the evils of modernity and materialism,
when there were no presidents or kings, no federal
government or capitalist plutocrats, no junk food,
environmental destruction, pornography, or Ricky Lake
shows – a wonderful pristine world when not a single Jew
wandered through the Nordic woodlands. This was a time
when Aryan man lived according to his true nature. When
men were men and women were women, a glorious time of
heroism and adventure, of nobility and honor, a time of
campfires and sagas. Paganism thus seems to appeal to a
new generation of Aryan activist who may find more
satisfaction in reading J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings
than spending hours in tedious Bible study classes aiming
to prove a Jewish identity of Aryan man. (Gardell 2005,
419-20)
Helen A. Berger, Evan A. Leach, and Leigh S. Shaffer
Voices from the Pagan Census: A National Survey of Witches and Neo-Pagans in
the United States, by Helen Berger, Evan Leach, and Leigh Shaffer, published in 2003, is
an analysis of a survey of Pagans in the United States conducted between 1993-1995
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(Berger et al, xv). They discuss Heathenry in a section entitled “On the Margins of NeoPaganism,” using the term “Odinism” to refer to the phenomenon as a whole. They
explain Heathenry’s inclusion in this section by stating that:
Among Neo-Pagans whose spiritual path is based on a
particular European tradition, Odinists, who are also called
Heathens, have raised the most controversy because a
segment of this group are neo-Nazis. (Berger et al, 15-16)
Three pages of tables are given showing columns of numbers comparing Odinists to other
neo-Pagans on questions of sexuality and gender (Berger et al, 18-20). “[A]lthough
Odinists are more conservative than other Neo-Pagans, they are still relatively liberal”
(Berger et al, 17). Their findings indicate that Heathens apparently make ten thousand
dollars less a year on average than other Pagans (ibid, 16), that they “tend to be more
politically and socially conservative” but not by much, and that “Odinists do not present
themselves, in our study, as racists” (ibid, 17).
The list of identifying terms listed on their survey (under the question, “Do you
primarily consider yourself to be:”) lists “Odinism” as the only Heathen option, out of 20
choices (Berger et al, 249). There was also the option to write in a term. My suspicion
would be that most Heathen respondents (who are clearly among those who attend Pagan
festivals and hang out with Pagans) would have written in terms like “Asatru,”
“Heathen,” “Vor Tru,” or the like. I suspect that Berger and company, recognizing at least
some of these terms as Heathen, would have lumped most of these under their “Odinist”
category.
My concern with Berger and company’s data is that the snowball sampling
method used to collect the data, originated as it was from mainstream “Pagan” venues, is
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likely to have skewed its sampling of Heathens to over-represent those generally more
left-leaning Heathens who are comfortable being lumped in as a part of common Pagan
communities; more likely sharing the general social inclinations of the U.S. political left.
I am concerned that this bias in sampling serves to obscure the prevalence of conservative
tendencies and (more or less) blatant white racial projects in Heathenry as a whole.
Many of these problems are likely due to the lack of available research on
Heathenry at the time this research was done. Kaplan 1996 and Harvey 1997 are both
cited, but the authors show no sign of understanding or caring about the Odinist vs Ásatrú
division Kaplan was so concerned with.
[Michael Moynihan would fall here if he were introduced chronologically by
appearance.]
Barbara Jane Davy
Barbara Jane Davy’s 2007 Introduction to Pagan Studies devotes coverage to
Heathenry as a “denomination” of Paganism. Her work is interesting in that it shows
concern about the lack of critical approaches to Heathenry within Pagan Studies and
acknowledges that racist Odinists exists,29 while simultaneously (and even
apologetically) being guilty of much of what she criticizes.
Davy provides a brief definition of Asatru/Heathenry in her glossary:

29

Interestingly/frustratingly Davy argues that racist Odinism is a phenomenon exclusively of the United
States, insisting that: “Odinism in Britain, for example in Odinic Rite groups, is not associated with
Nazism” (Davy, 159). On what grounds she makes this claim, she does not tell us, but it is in direct
contrast to the reality of both historical and current interaction and ideological influences between
American, British, and Australian Odinists and Odinist organizations. (Which will be discussed in the
following History chapter of this dissertation.) Even more strongly and absolutely than Harvey, she
simply discounts the very possibility of racist Heathenry in the British environment.
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Asatru/Asatruar. Asatru is a denomination of Paganism
that draws on the culture and mythology of northern
Europe, particularly Iceland and Norse or Nordic
mythology. Practitioners are known as Asatruar, although
some prefer the term Heathen and refer to their tradition as
Heathenry. (Davy, 221)
Though she treats Heathenry as a denomination of Paganism, she acknowledges that
some Heathens would disagree with that placement. She points out that “[i]ncreasingly,
Pagans identify with ‘Wicca’ as a generic term for ‘Pagan’” (Davy, 140). The very next
sentence, however, beginning the next paragraph, is: “A major exception to the tendency
toward a preference for the terms ‘Wicca’ and ‘Wiccan’ is in Heathen and Asatru groups,
who sometimes even refuse the label ‘Pagan.’” (Davy, 140)
Davy suggests that English Heathen groups predate McNallen’s U.S. Revival, but
still attributes the origins of Heathenry to the 1970s.
Heathen groups began to form in England in the early
1970s and in North American in the late 1970s, and the
racist/antiracist division originates in that formative period,
continuing to be a problem in some groups. (Davy, 159)
She is aware of, and willing to at least briefly talk about, the problems of race and
racism in Heathenry.
Racism and ethnic identity are ongoing issues in Heathen
groups, but most mainstream groups try to preserve a sense
of openness and inclusivity and are against racist members
joining. Heathen groups seem to have an overall tendency
toward right-wing politics, expressing conservative views
on sex, politics, and history. Because of this, many Heathen
groups take an explicitly antiracist stance, although in the
United States, Heathen groups called “Odinists” do not
necessarily renounce racism, and some are overtly white
supremacists. Such groups take inspiration from the
perceived warrior mythos of the Viking era but are rooted
in ideas from Nazi Germany. Asatru groups are more likely
to look to Iceland for inspiration. (Davy, 159)
184

I am a little confused about her claims of causality here. Claiming that many Heathens
take antiracist stances because they are more conservative does not really make a great
deal of sense. Perhaps a better way of saying what she appears to be trying to get at here
is that because Heathens tend to be more conservative on issues of race (among many
other things), Heathens who do not share in those conservative stances must make a more
active effort to resist those tendencies and must explicitly present themselves as antiracist
if they do not wish to run the risk of being perceived as racist by default.
Davy is expressing here (and throughout her book), and trying (with limited
success) to negotiate the very same discomfort and confusion that Adler admitted to (and
apologized for) in the second edition of Drawing Down the Moon (Adler 1986, 273-74).
Davy is similarly apologetic in an endnote following a critique of Harvey. She claims that
Harvey “appears to describe Paganism more as he would like it to be than as it actually is,
glossing over troubling aspects like racism in Heathenry...” (Davy, 209). In the endnote
attached to that quote she admits:
This is surely evident to me because it is the problem that is
most likely to be found in my own research and writings in
Pagan Studies. As a practitioner, it is deeply tempting to
describe one’s religion as one would like it to be. It is also
difficult not to overcompensate for this desire by becoming
overly critical of one’s fellow practitioners. (Davy, 217
ff12)
As a practitioner of Heathenry, I can certainly sympathize. As I discuss elsewhere, this
has not been an easy issue for me to negotiate either (either intellectually or emotionally).
Ironically, Davy actually spends far less space on racism in Heathenry than Harvey.
While Harvey devotes a full page to the subject in both editions of his book (Harvey
1997, 65-66; 2011, 66-67), Davy never addresses the topic beyond the quote above.
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Davy appears to take Diana Paxson as a sort of prototypical example of a
Heathen. She is the almost exclusive example of Heathenry that Davy refers to, other
than a few quotations from Jenny Blain (see below) who writes about and practices seidr,
the (neo?)shamanic practices which were introduced to the Heathen community by
Paxson. No mention is made of Stephen McNallen, Bob Stein, Edred Thorsson, Else
Christensen, or any of the other early adopters of Heathenry in the U.S. Just Diana
Paxson. This is somewhat understandable, in a book with “Pagan Studies” in the title, in
that Paxson is perhaps the most “Pagan” of contemporary major Heathen leaders. She
was initiated and trained in a kabalistic/Pagan organization called the Fellowship of the
Spiral Path as well as studying for the Episcopalian clergy and being a member of various
other organizations involved with ceremonial magic and Paganisms of various sorts
(Davy, 140).
Paxson is probably the individual most associated with the modern Troth, the
organization most strongly linked to the “Universalist” camp of Heathenry. She has been
the editor of the Troth’s journal Idunna for many years, was briefly the organization’s
steersperson, and continues to be something of an unofficial leader in the organization
despite there being other elected leadership offices. The Troth is the national Heathen
organization most likely to demonstrate a large overlap with Contemporary Paganism;
many Troth members comfortably claim dual membership, and actively participate, in
both religious arenas.
Though Davy includes Heathenry as one of her “denominations” of Paganism,
Heathens have very little, if any, role to play in the book otherwise. Despite her mention
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of racist Heathenry, she never addresses Heathens or Heathenry in either her chapter on
“Ethics and Politics” nor her chapter on “Current Issues.” Her chapter on “Literary
Origins and Influences” spends a total of two paragraphs on Blain’s discussion of the
reconstruction of seidr (essentially talking about Paxson). Davy’s chapter on “Social and
Charismatic Influences,” which discusses various Pagan leaders, includes approximately
a page (three paragraphs) on Paxson, whom it must be concluded is here more for her
influence on Paganism than Heathenry. She does talk briefly about the issues of race and
“cultural appropriation” in Paganism, but makes no further mention of the connection
between race and Heathenry (Davy, 169-70). The single paragraph about Heathens in her
“Beliefs” chapter focuses on the fact that Heathens see their deities as radically plural and
ontologically “real” in a way that many, if not most, Pagans do not. Her chapters on
“Individual and Family Practices” and “Group Practices” include not so much as a
mention of Heathenry or Heathens. There are absolutely no references to or discussion of
Heathen practices, strongly implying (incorrectly) that Heathen ritual and practice
follows Wiccan forms.
The fact that this is a book on Paganism justifies the minimal amount of time and
space Davy spends specifically addressing Heathenry. The time she does spend on it,
though, is troubled and conflicted. She critiques other Pagan Studies scholars for not
talking about racism in Heathenry, but then does not do so either. Other than admitting to
the existence of Odinist racism, she limits her discussion of Heathenry to perhaps the
most “Pagan” of all major Heathen leaders. Her insistence on categorizing Heathenry as a
denomination of Paganism is frankly at odds with the sporadic evidence she presents on
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the matter. She points out that their theology is alien to most Pagans, she never mentions
any of their practices,30 and even emphasizes that they do not use the same terms to
describe themselves and often object to being lumped under the umbrella she is
determined to lump them.
Snook, Jennifer
Jennifer Snook is the most recent of the scholars discussed here to enter the
academic study of Heathenry. The most recent scholarly contribution to the study of
Heathenry is her book, American Heathens: The Politics of Identity in a Pagan Religious
Movement (2015). This book investigates Heathenry from the perspective of a range of
sociological categories and frameworks. There are chapters devoted to Heathenry’s
conflicted, tense relationship with Wicca; the concept of “reconstruction;” the shifting
roles of Women in Heathenry; as well as racial politics and identity formation.
Snook is also among the most open and analytic (second only to Blain) about her
own participation, her own Heathenry. She discusses her Heathen identity in relation to
those she is studying, and locates herself as part of the Heathen movement. Interestingly,
she also gives an account of her first exposure to Heathens; and it is rather similar to
another account already discussed.
Late in my college career I enrolled in a sociology class on
American Paganism. For my final project I chose to study
Ásatrú. Excited as I was, I wanted to meet and interview a
Heathen whose experience would lend insight into my
assignment and perhaps even inform my new faith. In the
30

Except perhaps for Paxson’s seidr, which itself is a controversial practice within Heathenry, which
some Heathens find much too “Pagan” for their tastes. (The fact that Paxson drew inspiration and
techniques from the Afro-Brazilian religion of Umbanda for her reconstruction of seidr is a big part of
the problem for those Heathens who insist on cultural specificity... which is one of the defining
characteristics of Heathenry in comparison with Paganism at large.)
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1990s Internet Relay Channel chat channels were the
modus operandi for people wanting to network and
socialize on the web. Facebook was yet to be born, so I
scoured the list of chat rooms and came on a channel for
Odinism. At the time, I assumed that the term Odinism was
interchangeable with Ásatrú, so I joined the chat. I entered
the chat and politely introduced myself to the two members
online. After an awkward pause, one of them asked me,
“Where are you from?” I replied “I grew up in Germany.”
Then he asked “What nationality are you?” I wondered
why this was relevant. Why should anyone care? After
some back and forth, I realized with a slow, painful sense
of dread that his question was about race. He wanted to
make sure that I was white. This was confusing and
discomfiting, and I expressed as much, prompting the
hostility of both members. “You’re a nigger lover,” they
told me, “and a disgrace to your motherland.” Then,
without further ado, the chat channel blipped away – I had
been booted, to sit in my chair, trembling, frustrated, and
flushed with rage. This was my first and undeniably toxic
experience with Heathenry and its ties to race and ethnicity.
It was my first awakening that the relationship among
whiteness, political identity, and religio-ethnic identity is
complex, and that methods and reasons for inclusivity and
exclusivity differ greatly. It took me five years to seek out
another Heathen. After my entrée into the flesh-and-blood
Heathen community, I experienced this kind of intolerance
repeatedly and heard stories from other Heathens
discussing (and lamenting) Heathenry as an “ethnic”
folkway in ways that made me uncomfortable and
confused: Was Heathenry an ethnic folkway? How
common is this particular frame? What does it really mean,
anyway, and why does the idea make some of us so
anxious? (Snook 2015, 140-41).
This “first contact” incident is notable in its similarity to the experience mentioned by
Strmiska. Both Strmiska and Snook followed up their budding interest in Heathenry by
contacting Odinist organizations and being shocked and disturbed by the blatant racism
they discovered there.
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She writes briefly in her first chapter about the relationship of the 1970s U.S.
revival and the earlier precursor movements in Germany.
Scholars who study American Heathenry often distinguish
between Odinism and Ásatrú, viewing Odinism as a highly
politicized right-wing movement and Ásatrú as having
greater ideological variance and a closer relationship to the
wider Pagan movement. Both, however, can be traced back
to a variety of overlapping and mutually influencing
movements during the early nineteenth century. As a
reaction against the industrialization movement and the
increasing rationalization of society, the highly emotive
Romantic movement espoused folk art, folklore, an
idealistic focus on early Germanic culture, and a renewed
interest in the natural world. From this, and from the
Esotericism prevalent in mid-twentieth-century Europe,
grew the Völkisch movement. Born of romantic
nationalism, the Völkisch movement championed the
affirmation of white identity in opposition to modernity,
immigration, multi-racialism, liberalism, and
multiculturalism. Out of this zeitgeist came the veneration
of antiquity, a fantasy of medievalism and romantic epics,
and a variety of Deutschgäubig (German Faith) movements
throughout Europe, including the Germanische GlaubensGemeinschaft (1907), The Deutschgläube Geminschaft
(1911), and the Germanenorden (1912). During the Third
Reich, Jakob Wilhelm Hauer, a professor of religious
studies, devised the influential German Faith Movement
(Deutsche Glaubensbewegung) as a countermovement to
replace Christianity with an essentially German folk
religion. After the Nazis appropriated Germanic antiquity,
however, many of these precursor movements died, but the
influence of the Völkisch focus on white identity and the
connection, and conflation, of Heathenry with neo-Nazis
and white supremacy continued. These movements of
revitalization set the stage for a second wave of interest in
Germanic antiquity during the countercultural activities of
the late 1960s and early 1970s. (Snook 2015, 7)
Snook discusses, at least briefly, the relationship between nineteenth century
Völkisch “Wotanism” and contemporary “Folkish” Heathenry. She is aware of the earlier
German revival of Heathenry, and knows that it is associated with a variety of racial
190

supremacy. She gives no indication though, of being aware of A. Rudd Mills or the
Australian connection. Like Strmiska, Snook observes and points out the dramatic
similarities between the German revival of Heathenry in the nineteenth century and the
Texan revival in the twentieth, but remains unaware of the direct historical relationship
and continuity between them (which will be the subject of the next chapter).
Partly as a reaction against the New Age, but spirited by the
same protest against modernity and similar ameliorating
reenchantment processes as the earlier movements, in 1972
and 1973 Heathen organizations developed simultaneously
across the globe. (Snook 2015, 8)
She knows about the earlier revival, but takes for granted the traditionally assumed
historical gap between the German and American/Icelandic revivals. She still emphasizes
the traditional myth of contemporary origins with its “simultaneous” (and therefore
somewhat miraculous) awakening of Heathen groups around the globe in the early 1970s.
Snook also shows no awareness of the very different sorts of racial projects
pursued by German Nationalism as compared to U.S. White Nationalism (see
Fredrickson 2002), characterizing the nineteenth century Völkisch movement as focusing
on “whiteness” (rather than their actual concern with “Germanness”). Goodrich-Clarke
(2003), as discussed above, shows how neovölkisch movements in the U.S. have adopted
the American model of racial supremacy in their increased emphasis on the unmarked
“normality” of whiteness, rather than their previous emphasis on pride in the particular,
marked “German” identification.
In regards to the controversies surrounding Heathenry and race:
… the circumstances of Heathenry’s creation, as a
movement influenced by Neo-Volkism, in a country still
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mired in the struggles of Jim Crow racial ideology made its
divorce from racial concerns difficult. (Snook 2015, 8)
Race is inevitably going to be involved in any völkisch revivals in the racially charged
United States, and the connections with the specter of the Nazis and WWII only make
that necessity even more certain.
Many still adhered to Völkisch ideologies, preferring racial
politics and exclusivity over other aspects of faith. White
supremacists, neo-Nazis, and Aryan prison gangs co-opted
the movement to pursue their own political agendas, using
Heathenry in the same manner as the Nazi Party – as a
platform for the fantasy of a “pure,” epic, heroic, and
ultimately dying race, threatened on all sides by the
nonwhite “other,” which was leading to the degradation of
traditional morals and values. Other groups purposely and
vehemently positioned themselves against such ideologies,
focusing instead on the aplolitical reenchantment born of
scholarship, spirituality, and the fantasy epic. (Snook 2015,
8)
Racial identity politics may be inevitable, but (as we have already seen) there is more
than one way to approach the reconstruction of Heathen social worlds.
Snook devotes the sixth of the seven chapters in the book to the subject of race
and ethnicity, stating that “[t]hose who become Heathen do so by engaging in the
reconstruction and adaptation of ancient Germanic culture and epic heroism to solidify
ties with ancestors through dialogue with historical and fantasy narrative. Their choice to
do so lends insight into the white privilege of shopping for ethnic identity” (Snook 2015,
141). She emphasizes that most Heathens live in-between the categories of folkish and
universalist “while mostly living between racial exclusivity and complete inclusivity in a
historical and cultural context that demand that race be taken into account” (Snook 2015,
143).
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She argues for a three-part breakdown of Heathen identification projects, similar
in some ways to those of Kaplan and Gardell, but in other ways very, very different.
Although a few Heathens find ancestry irrelevant, for most,
it is significant to Heathenry identity and belonging and the
internal conversation that seek to define Heathenry as an
exclusive indigenous tradition, a system of faith separate
from ethic identity, or a complex folkway struggling to be
ethnic while resisting racist labels. (Snook 2015, 143)
Snook’s “exclusive indigenous tradition” is most alike to the radical racist / Odinist poles
of other authors. Her “system of faith separate from ethnic identity” is most akin to the
anti-racist/(non-folkish) Ásatrúar category. The “complex folkway” is most like the
Folkish Ásatrúar. However, Snook wants her categories to be more nuanced, more
complex and conflicted than do Gardell and Kaplan. She seems to want her categories to
be less clearly distinct. She is uncomfortable with the racist/ethnic/non-racist spectrum
presented by these authors.
A major contribution of Snook is the way she discusses the “imaginary” nature of
Heathen racial and/or ethnic identification. As I pointed out in my introduction, Heathens
are not revitalizing the religion of their parents or grandparents, but rather a distant, more
abstract sort of imagined “ancestor.”
In Iceland or other Germanic nations Heathens may take
for granted Heathenry as a lineage, bound by time and
space since it is “rooted in the national cultural heritage in a
very clear and direct way, which lends it influence, respect
and resonance that extend far beyond its numbers,”
American Heathens, however, reconstruct their traditions in
a historical and cultural context that has been, and still is,
quite heavily influenced by the legacy of racial
discrimination. These racial meanings and the privilege of
whiteness are inescapable; they infect the ongoing
construction of Heathen ethnicity and make for contentious
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identity politics and intragroup struggles. (Snook 2015,
171)
This “imagined” quality of Heathen identification allows Heathens a great deal of leeway
in their approaches to reconstruction, as will be discussed further below.
Pagan Studies Scholars Discussion
Pagan Studies scholars generally look at what I am calling Heathenry as a subset
of Contemporary Paganism. This can be a useful approach, if looking at the relationships
between groups, or trying to trace the borrowings from Wicca that substantially shaped
early Heathenry. There is a substantial area of overlap between Paganism and Heathenry,
and there are a substantial number of people who identify as both. However, there are
also a great number of Heathens, the majority it seems to me, who do not self-identify as
“Pagan,” do not attend Pagan functions and festivals, and in fact do not consider
themselves of the same religion as “Pagans.” This leads to a number of problems with the
approach and analysis of scholars who conflate Heathenry as simply being a part of
Paganism. Berger’s demographic analysis of contemporary Paganism is wonderfully
valuable, however, her conclusions regarding “Odinism” (for example: that “Odinists”
really are not any more conservative than average “Pagans” (Berger et al, 17)) are
problematic and inaccurate in that, due to her sampling methods, they can only apply to
Heathens who self-identify as “Pagan” also, and who attend Pagan events. Hardly the
Odinists I have been talking about thus far! Her numbers and analysis (much like Graham
Harvey’s insistence that most Heathens seem to be anti-racist) are applicable only to the
area of overlap between the two movements (the “Pagan-Heathens” perhaps?) These
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analyses will almost certainly not capture the staunchly Folkish, the racialist Odinists31,
or the right-wing “anti-modernists” who make up a very substantial portion (if not the
majority32) of contemporary Heathenry. However, even many of the more moderate and
left-leaning Heathens will be missed by these methods as well.
This overlapping area of Heathenry and Paganism presents a real challenge for
observers who approach Heathenry from a Pagan perspective/social location. Heathens
who are also Pagans will show indications of “regular Paganism,” and this will seem
consistently part of their “Heathenry” if the overlap area is all that is being looked at.
These apparently Heathen elements will often fall out when one looks beyond the
borderlands of overlap with Paganism into the particularly Heathen landscape.
Outsider Scholars Discussion
Scholars who have studied Heathenry for some reason other than their own
involvement with either Heathenry or related religious movements (Paganism, Satanism,
etc.) are almost exclusively interested in Heathenry’s overlaps with white supremacists,
neo-Nazis, and other varieties of contemporary racism. Insider Heathen scholars have
usually objected to this, trying to shift the focus even slightly away from the relationship
31

I specify “racialist” Odinists because there are, in fact, liberal/left-wing Heathens who call themselves
“Odinists” due to their particularly close relationships with Odin. These are the Odinists who are likely
to show up in Berger’s statistics, but they will give very little insight into “Odinism” as a historical or
contemporary movement, and what insight they do provide is almost certainly misleading.

32

Most scholars who write about Heathens (myself included apparently) feel the need to speculate on the
relative numbers of Heathens in each particular camp (however defined). Thus far, none of us can do
more than speculate (based on our own biased social locations and available perspectives). There are
no numbers available to even so much as suggest the relative numbers of “Odinist” vs. “Ásatrú,”
“Folkish” vs. “Universalist,” “non-racist” vs. “ethnic,” or any of the like. My own observations make
me at least skeptical of the frequent assertions of more apologetic scholars that the “non-racists” are in
the clear majority. This is probably due, at least in part, to the confusions of overlapping communities I
mention above.
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with U.S. racist subcultures. Despite the adamancy of their objections though, they do not
undermine the very real connections pointed out by Kaplan, Dobratz, Gardell, and others.
Both historically and in the current moment, the relationships between race and
Heathenry are distressingly muddled. Muddled enough to make it a fruitful field for
outsiders interested in racist movements to investigate and write book-length monographs
about.
Insider Scholars Discussion
One of the major challenges for an insider approach to Heathenry (definitely
including my own) is grappling with how to present the racialism/racism issue. When I
began my graduate career, I was determined to show a more positive image of Heathenry,
to counteract the image of Heathenry presented by Gardell, Kaplan, Dobratz, and the like.
I was a Heathen, and I wanted to produce pro-Heathen scholarship. I was thrilled when
Blain published an academic book on Heathenry that was not about race, and I actually
encouraged Snook to tone down some of the stronger language about race in her
dissertation. I strongly sympathize with Heathens who are distraught when the race issue
raises its ugly head, because they would much rather people see the positive elements of
Heathenry, the elements that draw non-racists to participate; to call themselves Heathens.
Conclusion
Like other left-leaning Heathens, I was endlessly frustrated and perturbed that
virtually all scholarship on Heathenry focused on the racist, violent, right-wing
manifestations of the movement. I can very well empathize with the efforts of Blain,
Harvey, early Strmiska, and others like them to minimize and downplay the racist
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elements of Heathenry in order give a better account of “the rest of us.” I have even
personally encouraged it. I (and many others) worried that such limited coverage was
misrepresentative of the full nature of Heathenry, focusing exclusively on a marginal
fringe while ignoring the majority of us non-racist, non-right-wing-extremist sorts.
Unfortunately, I have come to see a problem in that approach. The race issue is
not going away, no matter how studiously we might decide to ignore or downplay it. And
race is not just an issue for the right-wing extremists. It is an issue for us “liberal”
Heathens as well, only we are not generally willing to talk about it in meaningful or
useful terms.
When we (more left-leaning Heathens) do discuss the issue of race, we usually
address it in very vague and general terms. We talk about “race” and how we do not
approve of racism (or sexism, or homophobia, etc.). We never seem to get past the
surface level generalizations to talk about any actual relevant specifics. The
“ethnic”/Folkish Ásatrúar (like McNallen and Murray (and Christensen?!)) are also prone
to voicing opposition to “racism.” At the same time however, they do talk about
whiteness. They value whiteness and “indigenous” Europeanness as an
integral/inseparable part of their religion/spirituality. They can insist on being opposed to
“racism” while simultaneously reinforcing and reifying an essentialist white identity. A
specific racial identification rather than an abstract idea of one.
Likewise, the evasion of (or perhaps simply lack of awareness of) Heathen history
(the subject of the next chapter) leaves both contemporary Heathens and contemporary
scholars of Heathenry in the dark regarding the significance and history of many basic
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Heathen ideas and conceptions. This lack of awareness of our own historical trajectories
contributes substantially to “Ethnic” Heathen efforts to disguise logics of racial
essentialism as merely celebration of culture and heritage (a.k.a. “ethnicity”). What does
this say about the racial projects of more liberal Heathens? What sort of racial
identifications and negotiations are going on under the widespread (but questionable)
denial of “race,” especially, when it is supported by a long (but elided) racist and
nationalist history?
That frequently denied history is the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter Four: A History of Contemporary Heathenry
Stephen McNallen is almost always portrayed as the founder of
Ásatrú/Heathenry/Norse Paganism in the United States. He did found the first
organization in the U.S. to use the term “Ásatrú,” and therefore can be seen as the
founder of U.S. Ásatrú. This “founding” however, was more a transformation/innovation
of an already existing movement (Odinism) than it was the creation of a new and
independent one. Some critical scholars of Heathenry (such as Gardell, Kaplan, and
Snook) discuss the earlier existence of Odinism. Kaplan tries to differentiate between
Odinism and Ásatrú, while Gardell discusses how McNallen’s movement was influenced
by Odinism through the involvement of some people (most notably Michael “Valgard”
Murray) who were involved in both.
The story told by most Heathens about the origins of Heathenry (and thus by most
academic accounts as well, including myself in previous works), depicts a simultaneous
worldwide awakening of Heathenry at multiple places around the world, of which
McNallen’s Ásatrú organization was simply the U.S. version. The founding myth Stephen
McNallen tells for contemporary Heathenry is one of the simultaneous (and thus almost
necessarily divinely inspired) “awakening” of Heathenry at various places around the
world. Most accounts of U.S. Heathen history point to Stephen McNallen as the founder,
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depicting him as the first to revive pre-Christian Germanic religion in the United States,
if not all of North America.
In this chapter I investigate the history and development of Heathenry. I pay
special attention to the survival and influence of völkisch ideas and beliefs, and the
evasion/denial of history which “Ethnic” Folkish Heathens have used to distance
themselves from their racial history. This evasion of history allows Folkish Heathens to
present their race-based identification projects as ethnic projects, and to normalize them
as “common-sense” parts of what it means to be Heathen. The myth of contemporary
origins prevents many contemporary Heathens from recognizing the sometimes-troubling
origins and history of much of their own meaningful sense of identity.
The first academic articulation of this myth comes from Margo Adler. Adler stated
this founding myth in the second edition of Drawing Down the Moon and other scholars
appear to have taken it as acceptable/believable from her, despite continuing evidence to
the contrary. As quoted in the previous chapter, Adler quotes McNallen as saying that the
Odinist Fellowship, the Odinist Committee (in England), and the Asatruarfolks in Iceland
all started within a few months of his own Asatru Free Assembly, implying that these are
the origins of the phenomenon. He emphasizes that they had no communication with each
other, strongly implying that the global nature of the revival was due to a sort of divine
intervention, “a wind blowing through the World Tree” (Adler 1986, 275).
Though she mentions an Odinist she knew, that lived in her neighborhood, whom
she describes in ways consistent with the older strain of Odinism, she took McNallen at
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his word about the origins of the movement (even as she cites him talking about older
forms of Heathenry) and sets the stage for later scholars to do likewise.
Kaplan knows that “Odinism as it is presently understood appeared first” (Kaplan
1996, 194). He knows about A. Rud Mills in Australia (suggesting that this might be one
of the biggest differences between Asatru and Odinism). He knows that there was an
earlier reconstructionist movement in Germany, and acknowledges that these were the
source of Mills’s racial Odinism. He merely mentions them in passing as he introduces
Odinism, however, and insists that,
Mills would win few converts to his Anglecyn (later
Anglican!) Church of Odin, but his writings would be kept
alive, more as a curiosity than anything else, in the world of
the right wing publishing houses. (Kaplan 1996, 195)
He goes on to point out the importance of Mills as the inspiration and model for Else
Christensen and her husband in forming the Odinist Fellowship in 1971 in Crystal River,
Florida.
Gardell knows about A. Rud Mills, and his founding of a global network of
Odinist organizations in the 1920s and 30s, and the First Odinist Church that he founded
in the 1950s (Gardell 2003, 167). Nonetheless he insists that “[t]he late 1960s and early
1970s saw the first efforts to reconstruct pre-Christian Norse paganism” (Gardell 2003,
1520. He also states that the Odinist Fellowship was, “Established in 1969,” and that it
“is the oldest organization on the Norse Pagan scene” (Gardell 2003, 165).
Strmiska and Sigruvinsson have this to say about the origins of Heathenry,
The Icelandic, American, and British Nordic religion
revival associations of the early 1970s were not in contact
with each other nor even aware of each other’s existence.
Each had separately arrived at the same inspiration – that
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the Pagan religious traditions of the Nordic past should be
revived for the benefit of modern people. (Strmiska and
Sigurvinsson, 127)
As we will see, this claim, based on the story told by McNallen, is simply untrue.
There was a long history of Odinism, a community of discourse that pre-existed
McNallen by a century. McNallen might not have been aware of that lineage when he
started out, but many, perhaps most, of the other Heathen figures we have noted in this
discussion have been. Else Christensen, Michael Murray, Robert Taylor, even A. Rud
Mills, were introduced to Odinism by previous thinkers and practitioners. McNallen may
have innovated a new interpretation of the old idea, but he hardly invented it.
About Heathenry in the United States, Strmiska and Sigurvinsson say:
The first Nordic Pagan organization in the United States
was the Viking Brotherhood, founded by McNallen and
Stine in Texas in about 1972. This group metamorphosed
into the Asatru Free Assembly (AFA), which operated until
1987 and then reemerged in the 1990s as the Asatru Folk
Assembly, as it is known today. (Strmiska and
Sigurvinsson, 129)
Despite the fact that there were Heathen organizations in the United States for decades
preceding McNallen, Strmiska and Sigurvinsson, like virtually every other academic
covering Heathenry, insist on seeing it as a new movement to the early 1970s. All of these
scholars of Heathenry, Heathens or not, have been blinded to the continuity of Odinist
discourses and ideologies by McNallen’s self-centralizing myth. Only Snook and
Moynihan seem to know that there is more to the story, and even they still emphasize the
distinctness and independence of the early 1970s revival.
Icelandic Ásatrú arose around the same time (and used the same term), though the
U.S. and Icelandic versions of Ásatrú are quite different (Strmiska and Sigurvinsson
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2005, 127-197, 79). The reasons behind the arising of these two similar-yet-distinct
movements at approximately the same time might be interesting to investigate. But most
of these other groups are not new in the same way that the two types of Ásatrú are. The
Odinist groups are simply the most recent manifestations of a movement that has been
active since at least the late nineteenth century. McNallen is only a founder of U.S.
Heathenry in the highly ironic sense that he founded the first non-folkish Heathenry in the
United States. This is so ironic, in that McNallen is now a vocal champion of the old,
folkish tradition that preexisted any of his own innovations.
Despite my focus is on Heathenry in the United States, in order to understand the
origins and underlying basic structure of Heathenry we must look beyond North America,
primarily (though not exclusively) to Germany.
Pre-McNallen
Odinism as it is presently understood appeared before
Ásatrú. Although Odinism’s precise origins are far from
clear, its surge of popularity may have centered in the
profound social and political crises that engulfed Germany
in the chaotic period of the Wiemar Republic. (Kaplan
1997, 15)
Long before the current Heathen revival of McNallen, or any of the other Heathen
movements of the modern United States, there were revivals of pre-Christian traditions in
other “Germanic” countries. Early twentieth century Germany saw a widespread revival
of veneration for the old gods. This revival was dependent for its logic and its motivation
on the völkisch ideology that was derived from the ideas of Johann Gottfried von Herder.
Herder (1744-1803) was a highly influential German philosopher. He has had a
great deal of influence on the development of anthropological thought, the field of
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linguistics, and is one of the wellsprings/predecessors of the linguistic turn in philosophy,
and social constructivist approaches to personal identity as well. He is also often cited as
the father of nationalism (Herder 2004, xxi). In fact, Isaiah Berlin says that Herder
“seems to have coined the word Nationalismus” (nationalism) (Herder 2004, xxii).
Herder was responding to the dissolution and marginalizing of “German”
identification during the very final days of the Holy Roman Empire (which only survived
him by three years). He proposed the idea of a German “Volk” and actively and
deliberately used folklore to promote a sense of German folkish nationalism.
Ergang points out that Herder was the first to explain to the
German people, “in a way both large and impressive, the
idea that literature is the evolutionary product of national
conditions” (Ergang 1966: 190). Thus, he not only
identified the causes for the absence of literature but also,
and more importantly, hastened the advent of a cure.
Herder states that “there is no absolute poison in nature
which might not on the whole be also a medicament and a
balm” (Ergang 1966: 198). Herder diagnosed the illness
(the lack of literature) as a result of Germany’s breaking
away from her own cultural foundation; only a
reconnection to this essential identity could cure the nation.
To connect with this source of culture, people would have
to identify the most recent time in German history when the
spiritual connection was still present: the Middle Ages.
Herder thus recreated the idea of the volk; no longer were
they the rabble of the streets, but “the body of the
nationality.” This group, which had remained on its
national foundations, was most in harmony with the
national soul (Ergang 1966:195). Folklore was the
instrument of his social program; through this medium, one
could work to change the present situation. According to
Ergang, Herder suggested “that they go back to the sources
of their own language and literature and liberate the former
power and noble spirit which, unrecognized up to now, lie
dormant in the documents of the national past” (Ergang
1966:235). He described the native language as being
“filled with the life and blood of our forefathers” and
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thought that folklore was a treasure to be unlocked to
release its spirit and heal his nation (Ergang 1966:253).
(Weissman 1991, 61-2)
Herder proposed that a Volk (“people,” “nation,” “folk”) were defined by shared
geography/climate, language, and culture. He also espoused a sort of cultural relativism
in which each Volk had its own ethical/cultural system which was not logically derivable
from any foundation other than its own developmental history. A Volk told its
stories/myths to upcoming generations and thus acculturated/indoctrinated them, via the
examples and models of their literary/poetic vision, into a sensibility and emotional
(rather than cognitive) worldview that was distinctly and radically connected with a
particular people. Though Herder argued vociferously for the unity of mankind and the
invalidity of meaningful racial (biological) distinctions between Völker, he did argue for a
radical difference between the cultural/cognitive worlds of differing, particular Volk.
Language is the vehicle of thought for Herder, and a necessity for thought. Distinct
languages, in the context of distinct geographies and climates, mediated by myth, poetry,
and literary culture produced radically distinct sensibilities and patterns of thought. Thus,
distinct peoples were animated/connected by a distinct Völksgeist (“national spirit,”
“folk-spirit,” “folk-soul”).
F.M. Barnard, translator into English of Herder’s “On Social and Political
Culture,” says of Herder’s concept of Volk:
A Volk, […], is not a substantive entity in any biological
sense, a thing with a corporate existence of its own over
and above, or separate from, the individuals who compose
it, but a relational event, a historical and cultural
continuum. An individual’s consciousness of belonging to a
distinct community, likewise, is not a biological fact, but a
derivative social and cultural process, the result of the
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continuous interaction – in both a temporal and a spatial
sense – between the self and the socio-cultural setting of its
environment. The individual, far from being enclosed
within himself or genetically constituted to be a German, or
Italian, or Greek a priori, derives the awareness of himself
as a member of a particular national community from the
social milieu into which he is born, from his contact with
the world around him. (Herder 1969, 31)
Herder’s conception was not of a biological relationship, but a cultural one, social rather
than physical. He saw the Völksgeist (folk spirit) as a product of poetry, language, and
human interactions on the ground. Herder was opposed to thinking in terms of a
simplistic, racial, conception of the inheritance of culture.
A glory idly possessed and lazily inherited from our
ancestors soon makes us vain and unworthy of them. He
who fancies himself to be courageous, noble, and upright
by birthright easily forgets to prove himself such. He
misses the chance to reach for that wreath that he thinks he
already possesses by inheritance from his ancestors. It is by
such a mania of pride – about the fatherland, its religion,
lineage, ancestry – that Judea, Greece, Rome, and nearly
every ancient, mighty, or holy state has perished. Our
respect and love is due not to what the fatherland may once
have been, but to what it is now. (Herder 2004, 112-13)
However, as Germans continued to struggle for a sense of “germanness” (a Volksgeist,
that Herder saw as an organic outgrowth of human interaction) later thinkers began to
confuse his idea with another concept that was just starting to come on the scene: race.
Rise of German(ic) Nationalism and the Völkisch (“Folkish”) Ideology
Herder’s idea of a cognitively constructed cultural spirit (Völksgeist) became
entwined with the simultaneously developing concept of “race.” Ensuing projects of a
German/“Germanic” völk have been dominated by racial and nationalist interpretation
ever since. A descriptive/explanatory model converted to a normative one. Herder’s
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völkisch successors often overlooked his dynamic, organic, social sense of peoplehood in
favor of an essentialist, biological, racial explanation for differing völker.
One of these various völkisch projects was that of Adolf Hitler, and what was to
become his Nazi Germany. There were numerous other competing sorts of völkischness,
many of which were persecuted as political or ideological rivals by the Nazis. Hitler was
no fan of Odinism, though some of his lieutenants (especially Himmler) had some degree
of interest. He said, “It seems to me that nothing would be more foolish than to reestablish the worship of Wotan. Our old mythology had ceased to be viable when
Christianity implanted itself. Nothing dies unless it is moribund” (Hitler, quoted in
Trevor-Roper 2000, 61).
Gardell notes the similarities between this older revival of “Germanic paganism”
and the current revival, but somehow, inexplicably, fails to recognize their shared history
and logic.
Indeed, observed from the perspective of globalization, the
racist heathen milieu of the late twentieth and early twentyfirst centuries in many ways parallels the pagan revival that
emerged a century earlier in Europe, during what Roland
Robertson terms the “take off” phase of globalization, from
1889 to 1924. In the wake of industrialization,
modernization, urbanization, rationality, positivism,
secularization, and imperialism arose a nostalgic
idealization of the agrarian past, ancient traditions, magic,
occultism, secret societies, lost worlds, paganism,
vegetarianism, Theosophy, anthroposophy, and primitivism.
This was the time of Wagner, Nietzsche, Evola, Blavatsky,
Crowley, Jung, von List, and Spengler – all philosophers
and artists who also exert a powerful influence in the
current pagan revival. Out of that earlier environment, the
fascist and national socialist projects were eventually
constructed, suggesting that the trajectory of the new pagan
revival should be taken quite seriously. (Gardell 2003, 18).
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He even recognizes that the thinkers of the earlier period are major influences on
the current period. Yet, like so many others, he does not note the direct historical
connections and influences between them.
Odinisim/Wotanism
Wotan is the German name for Odin (which itself is an anglicized form of the Old
Norse Oðinn). The revivals of Old Norse/Germanic polytheism in the early twentieth
century are usually called after him, either Odinism or Wotanism (both then and now),
though as detailed below, they often had (and have) other names for themselves as well.
Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, in Black Sun, his exploration of contemporary folkish
movements, describes Odinism in the following terms:
Regarding Christianity itself as a Jewish cultural product
with its origins in the Middle East, the Odinist movement
articulates an unabashed racial paganism, invoking the gods
of the Norse and Teutonic pantheons. By reviving the
festivals, rituals and customs of the ancient Indo-European
peoples, they wish to break what they regard as the alien,
imposed dominion of Christianity after two thousand years.
This spiritual rediscovery of the Aryan ancestral gods is
intended to embed the white races in a sacred worldview
that supports their tribal feeling and partial view of
humanity. (Goodrick-Clarke, 257)
In marked contrast to other scholars of the subject however, rather than seeing the origins
of “Norse paganism” in the 1970s U.S., Goodrick-Clarke finds their origins much earlier,
and on a different continent.
The origins of Odinism as a self-conscious reconstruction
of pre-Christian Teutonic beliefs lie in nineteenth-century
Germany. Against a background of burgeoning nationalism,
völkisch writers speculated on the Germans’ spiritual
resources in resisting Roman conquest and their recalcitrant
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conversion to Christianity under Charlemagne. (GoodrickClarke, 257)
His awareness and admittance of Odinism as a continuing tradition from the nineteenth
century can probably be attributed to the fact that Goodrick-Clarke is focused on
investigating the survivals and permutations of völkisch movements after World War II.
He cannot get away with denying the connections between the older and newer
movements; their connection is his topic of study. Unlike scholars of Heathenry more
particularly, Goodrick-Clarke looks at Heathenry merely as one example (among many)
of contemporary folkish movements. The continuity of the tradition is apparent from this
perspective, quite despite the biased, insider perspective that has managed to exert itself
as historical truth in scholarship on Heathenry.
The Volk and the Aryans
Germany was the last geographical area of Europe to develop into a nation-state.
Unlike other “nations” which had founding myths and a core of national culture with
which to identify as a common “people,” “Germany” was simply a collection of loosely
affiliated principalities who spoke similar languages and had once been part of the great
“Holy Roman Empire.” German struggles for a national identity corresponded with the
European intellectual discovery of and fascination with the Sanskrit literature of Vedic
India. When the British linguist/lawyer William Jones (1746-1794) proposed the idea of a
genetic relationship between Indo-European languages, the “Germans” eventually saw an
opportunity to find a purpose and meaning, a collective identity for themselves: Aryans.
The Aryans had been the “authors” of the orally transmitted texts of the Vedas.
Among the oldest of known world literature, the Vedas were the “pagan” religious texts
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of a people who were proud of their conquering-warrior ways. The field of “Aryan”
Studies (which we now call Indo-European Studies) allowed the nascent German nation
to conceive of itself (somewhat fantastically) as the same people (derived from original
Nordic stock) as the Aryans who so proudly conquered India in these ancient texts. It was
easy (though probably not inevitable) from there to then construct a “national identity”
(Völksgeist in Herder’s terms) which was understood to stretch back into the distant
foggy reaches of pre-history. In Bourdieu’s terms, the literary and spiritual symbolic (and
perhaps cultural) capital of the Aryan Vedas could be used to construct and/or build upon
the basic frames of the field of “German” national identity by means of an appeal to
racial logic.
Völkisch movements which saw the German nation as the ideal and timeless
Aryan nation spread through Germany in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. One of
them, the deutschgläubige movement, involved the stripping of Jewish elements from
Christianity and filling out the resultant gaps with Nordic paganism. Another of these
movements, by far the best known to history, was the National Socialist Party: the Nazis.
As a political party set on centralization and control and expansion of this still
comparatively new people (Volk), the Nazis persecuted even other völkisch movements.
It has been easy for more recent völkisch thinkers and activists, when accused of any
similarity to the Nazi project, to point out that these other völkisch perspectives were
actively persecuted by the Nazis as well. One example of this, relevant to the particular
topic of this paper, was the arrest and imprisonment of Alex Christensen (the husband of
Else Christensen, who will be discussed shortly) by the Nazis in Denmark. Like the other
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völkisch movements/projects, however, the Nazis saw the German Volk as a distinct
“people” with a meaning and value: the Aryan race.
Nineteenth century German culture was fascinated, for related reasons, with the
pre-Christian beliefs of northern Europe. Though this literary and cultural heritage was
shared with the English, the Scandinavians, and various others, the young German nation,
still struggling for a sense of itself, lay claim to the “Germanic” myths as symbolic of
their own German-ness. According to Goodrick-Clarke, beginning in the 1800s,
lithographs of Odin and Donar/Thor became popular in Germany (Goodrick-Clarke,
258). Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen, an epic operatic cycle based on
“Germanic” mythology and intended as a nationalist myth, first began to appear in 1869
(the premier of Das Rheingold).
Völkisch magus Richard Wagner celebrated the mysteries
of blood and race in his grand operas; staged at the
Bayreuth temple theatre, Wagnerian dramas assumed the
qualities of transformative völkisch ceremonies, stirring the
audience to the call of the racial soul. (Gardell 2003, 20)
The first performance of the full, four-part cycle was in 1876. Art, music, poetry, and
theater (Herder’s wellsprings of culture) focused on tales and images of the gods,
goddesses, and heroes of old. It is unsurprising that religious reconstructionist groups of
various sorts also arose during this period.
In 1893 Guido von List, a Viennese folklorist,
... began writing about the Wotanist priesthood and
attempted to salvage its ancient religion from the Norse
sagas, with special emphasis given to Odin (Wotan) and his
runic wisdom. List’s early attempt to revive Wotanism
through his books and his High Armanist Order (HOA) was
emulated in 1912 by a secret nationalist group, the
Germanenorden... (Goodrick-Clarke, 258)
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Much as it did in art and literature, Germanic myth provided a nationalist focus for
religion as well. The combination of ancient myth and modern religion was another tool
for solidifying a German national identity / Völksgeist.
In 1911 Otto Sigfrid Reuter founded the Deutsche Orden
and the Deutschreligiöse Geneinschaft (renamed the
Deutschgläubige Geneinschaft after 1918) as Germanic
religious groups dedicated to a god closer to national
identity. In 1924, members of these groups and the
Jungborn, a league within the German Youth Movement,
combined to form “Die Nordungen” as the leading neoGermanic religious circle of the Weimar era. (GoodrickClarke, 258)
The deutschgläubige faith spread actively amongst Youth Movement groups and völkisch
thinkers. They “sought to define Germanic religion as an innate spirituality, inherited
from one’s blood, feeling and thinking. It was thus irreconcilable with the universalist
claims of Christianity to absolute truth” (Goodrick-Clarke, 258).
In his famous essay on neo-Germanic spirituality, Carl
Gustav Jung characterized this restless quest for a new
Germanic spirituality as the eruption of the archetype
“Wotan”, as a “living and unfathomable tribal god” among
the Germans after the First World War. (Goodrick-Clarke,
258-9)
The “German Faith” of the deutschgläubige involved worshiping the pre-Christian gods
and goddesses of the “Germanic” peoples as forces of nature, and the celebration of
solstice festivals (Goodrick-Clarke 258).
Moynihan points out that “A balanced scholarly study of the emergence of
Odinism in the modern era has yet to be written” (Moynihan, “Odinism”). He points out
that there are traces of comparable interests in the Stogoticist movement in Sweden
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during the seventeenth century, but that particular interest in Odin and other Germanic
gods and goddesses really began to bloom in late eighteenth century.
Among Sturm und Drang intellectuals, the philosopher J.G.
Herder (1744–1803) extolled the legacy of the preChristian Germanic north as an important ingredient for
building an organic national culture. A 1775 book called
Wodan, der Sachsen Held und Gott (Wodan, the Hero and
God of the Saxons) by H. W. Behrisch (1744–1825)
declared Odin the “light of the world” and loftiest exemplar
for the modern Germans of Saxony, and urged them to
rediscover the true nature of their beginnings in the “sacred
darkness of the northerly forests.” A century later, the
burgeoning Germanic national romanticism coalesced into
pan-Germanist and völkisch movements with visible
alternative religious elements. By the early 1900s, overtly
neo-heathen groups had established themselves. These
included the Armanen-shaft, led by the Austrian mystic and
author Guido von List (1848–1919), and the Germanische
Glaubens-Gemeinschaft, led by the German painter Ludwig
Fahrenkrog (1867–1952). (Moynihan, “Odinism”)
Even while pointing out the “neo-heathen” movements, Moynihan minimizes their
influence, suggesting that because the Nazis suppressed Heathens in Germany that the
movement was somehow truncated. Interestingly, he goes on, in the very next paragraph
(as am I), to talk about Odinism’s ongoing existence in another “Germanic” country.
Alexander Rud Mills (Anglecyn Church of Odin/First Church of Odin)
Another form of Heathenry that cropped up in the early twentieth century was the
Church of Odin founded by Alexander Rud Mills. Mills sought to produce/revive a
particularly English version of what the deutschgläubige practitioners were doing in
Germany: a racial religion for the Anglo-Saxons.
Mills was an Australian lawyer and Nazi sympathizer who
promoted a racial pagan religion within the context of the
British Empire for the 1920s. In his most influential book,
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The Odinist Religion: Overcoming Jewish Christianity
(1930), he described how the Nordic races had built the
civilizations of Sumeria, Egypt, Persia, Greece and Rome.
Weakened by “foreign immigration and miscegenation,”
these racial paragons then absorbed the false JewishPlatonic idea of a transcendent God and eventually
progressed to the Christian belief that all men were created
equal. Mills sought to restore the racial vigor of the preChristian English people through his Anglecyn Church of
Odin, which was intended to replace all British-AnglicanChristian institutions with an Anglo-Saxon racial religion.
(Goodrick-Clarke, 259)
Mills’s Anglecyn Church of Odin had branches in “Australia, Great Britain, South Africa
and North America,” in the 1920s and 30s (long before McNallen’s involvement)
(Gardell 2003, 167)33. In 1950 he started another organization: The First Church of Odin
(Goodrick-Clarke, 259).
Mills would win few converts to his Anglecyn (later
Anglican!) Church of Odin, but his writings would be kept
alive, more as a curiosity than anything else, in the world of
the right wing publishing houses. It was in this milieu that
Mills would be discovered by Else Christensen and her late
husband in the early 1960’s, during the course of reading
such right wing staples as Yockey’s Imperium and
Spengler’s Decline of the West. But it was Mills who would
inspire the Christensens to form the nucleus of the
organization which would, after the death of Else’s
husband, become the Odinist Fellowship in Crystal River,
Florida... (Kaplan 1996, 195)
According to Christensen herself, Mills taught her that “the problems were more of a
spiritual nature than political” (Else Christensen, quoted in Kaplan 1996, 195).
Mrs. Christensen is said to have remained so enamored
with Mills’s work that she obtained a complete collection
of A. Rud Mills’s writings and effects, and it seems clear
from this research that a primary area of differentiation
33

Cited to Wyatt Kaldenberg’s 1998 essay: “A Short History of Odinism in the English Speaking World.”
Pagan Revival, no. 41.
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between Odinists and Ásatrúers is a knowledge of Mills.
(Kaplan 1996, 195)
There was, at most a decade between Mills’s activities and Christensen’s gathering
already existing U.S. Odinists to form the Odinist Fellowship. There are, thus far, no
scholars of Heathenry who have recognized the lack of a gap between the Odinism of
Mills and the Odinism of Christensen (with the possible exception of Goodrick-Clarke).
Perhaps no organizations bridged that decade (though Melton’s listing of Odinist
organizations would suggest otherwise) but individual believers and activists almost
certainly would have. Mills founded groups in numerous countries, on multiple
continents. Odinist groups in Australia and England both continue to claim descent from
these groups (Heimgest; Odinic Rite Australia). It would be rather unbelievable that
Mills’s North American converts were not among the first to rally to Christensen’s call
(based as it was directly on the works and ideology of Mills). Rather than noting it, in
fact, multiple scholars seem to go to lengths to avoid acknowledging it. Moynihan,
certainly, misleads his readers by denying the role of Mills even as he discusses his
importance. The entirety of his discussion of Mills is the following quote,
An Australian lawyer and writer, Alexander Rud Mills
(1885–1964), appears to have been the first person publicly
to promote Odinism in the English-speaking world. By the
1930s Rud Mills was advocating a movement firmly
opposed to Christianity and featuring a strident anti-Jewish
component, and in 1936 he published a substantial
handbook detailing the philosophy and rituals of this highly
idiosyncratic “Anglecyn Church of Odin.” Despite issuing
publications over a period of three decades, Rud Mills
never found any significant support for his efforts, and his
work has largely faded into obscurity. (Moynihan, 3)
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The last sentence of this quote is a rather strange claim to make about someone who is
elsewhere said to have founded organizations on multiple continents around the globe,
and who is known to have inspired numerous global movements which are active to this
day. Gardell should certainly have noted the relationship between Mills and later
Odinism, but emphasizes instead the discontinuity between Mills and Christensen;
perhaps unconsciously following the lead of his sources, who for the large part had a
vested interest in distancing themselves from the older, more obviously racist, styles of
Heathenry.
Moynihan, the trickster Odinist, after discussing the history of “neo-heathen”
movements in Germany and Australia, describes the late twentieth century Heathen
revival in the following terms:
In the aftermath of World War II, with lingering public
perceptions that National Socialism had been a “pagan”
movement (an inaccurate perception, as official Third
Reich policy endorsed “positive Christianity”), over twenty
years would pass before Germanic neo-heathenism began
to flourish again, and now in new areas. In the United
States a number of small groups emerged unbeknown to
one another, such as the Odinist Fellowship, formed by
Else Christensen in 1971 (and influenced to some degree
by the preceding efforts of Rud Mills), the Viking
Brotherhood, formed by Stephen A. McNallen in 1971–
1972, and the Northernway, founded by Robert and Karen
Taylor in 1974. The Viking Brotherhood would later
develop into the Ásatrú Free Assembly, the first national
Odinist organization to gain any momentum in America.
(Moynihan, 3)
Though Moynihan makes an effort to support McNallen’s claim that the 1970s revival
was led by people “unbeknown to one another,” his claim is undermined by the reality he
also (tentatively) presents: that both the Christensens and the Taylors, were part of a
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tradition (Odinism) that stretched back far beyond the 1970s. Even if they were unaware
of each other, they were most certainly not unaware that other people were practicing
Odinism. With the possible exception of McNallen, all of these people were carrying on a
tradition that was passed down to them.34
Else Christensen (Odinist Fellowship)
Alex and Else Christensen discovered the writings of Alexander Rud Mills in the
early 1960s (Goodrick-Clarke, 259). Alex Christensen appears to have been only lightly
interested in Odinism. After her husband’s death, however, Else Christensen took up the
mantle of Odinism in a much more serious and active way. Sometime between 1969
(Gardell 2003, 152) and 1971 (Melton 1978, 297-98) she founded the Odinist Fellowship
as a vehicle for “Aryan liberation.”
According to Gardell’s research, Odinism began its modern
career with the establishment of the Odinist Fellowship in
1969 by Else Christensen. Born at Esbjerg on the Danish
west coast in 1913, Else Oscher was involved in
revolutionary unionism and politics in Copenhagen during
the 1930s. She was eventually attracted to the left-wing
Strasserite wing of the emerging Danish National Socialist
Workers’ Party, and in 1937 married Alex Christensen, who
had served as a senior aide to the party leader later ousted
in 1933. Following the Nazi occupation of Denmark in
1940, Alex was briefly imprisoned as a dissident. In 1951
the Christensens emigrated to Canada, where they settled in
Toronto. Else Christensen’s interest in racial radicalism
brought her into contact with Willis Carto, a leading figure
of the American far right, and James K. Warner, New York
organizer of Rockwell’s American Nazi Party. […]
Abandoning the idea of using Odinism as the religious
34

In this vein, it is noteworthy that Moynihan refers to this “new” movement by exactly the same term as
the eighteenth and nineteenth century revival: “neo-heathen(ism).”
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counterpart of National Socialism in America, Warner gave
Christensen his Norse material, which included the writings
of Alexander Rud Mills. (Goodrick-Clarke, 259)
This passage alone undermines the story told by every scholar of Heathenry in the United
States. The simple mention that someone else was pursuing Odinism in the United States
before Christensen took it up (James K. Warner), flies in the face of the repeated claims
that the movement originated in the 1970s.
Like the Odinism of Mills before her, Christensen’s movement was based in the
racial conceptions of völkisch thought and Aryan/Germanic identity.
Else Christensen’s ideas for an Odinist revival of Aryan
culture were directly inspired by her reading of [Francis
Parker] Yockey, Mills and Jungian psychology. She agreed
with Yockey that Western civilization was in a late
degenerate phase, undermined by Christianity, capitalism
and communism. Noting Yockey’s emphasis that “disease
to a culture can only be a spiritual phenomenon,” she
believed that only a religious antidote could arrest and
reverse the current decline of the Aryan West. This remedy
lay in Mills’s revival of Norse paganism as the primordial
expression of the Aryan Folk Soul. (Goodrick-Clarke, 261)
However, as Goodrick-Clarke documents with additional examples of what he calls neovölkisch movements, the focus on “German” nationalism has gradually changed to (or
added) “white” nationalism.
Christensen identified the seeds of an Aryan cultural revival
in “the subconscious elements of Urd,” interpreted in
Jungian terms as the genetic transmission of the collective
unconscious. By plumbing the archetypes of the racial
unconscious, white people could discover their ancestral
wisdom. Race and religion are thus organically related. The
source of Odinism is thus biological... (Goodrick-Clarke,
261)
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Her message was for “white people” not simply “Germans,” “Scandinavians,” etc.
Christensen insisted that her championing of Odinism had nothing to do with her Danish
ancestry. She said she chose Norse symbolism because “the animosity between AngloSaxons and Teutons (aftermath of WWII) was still lingering; Scandinavian was neutral; a
rational choice, not because I’m Danish” (Quoted in Kaplan 1996, 195). In other words,
she adapted a previously German(ic)-centric ideology for a North American audience that
was skeptical and wary of all things “German” by using Norse (rather than German)
terminology and names.
According to Melton, the “Odinist Movement” was headquartered in Toronto in
the mid-to-late 70s since its founding in 1971, with a related group (the Runic Society)
operating out of New Jersey (Melton 1978, 297-98). At some point Christensen moved to
Crystal River, Florida, in the United States, where from the 1970s on, she was one of the
leading voices of U.S. Odinism, “publishing The Odinist newsletter and traveling widely”
(Goodrick-Clarke, 261).
Feeling awkward at pagan ceremonies at which people
might dress up in Viking-inspired clothing, Christensen had
a more theoretical than practical approach, studying Norse
paganism through books rather than relying on selfexperienced encounters with the divine or on experimental
magic. It is from observing the Odinist Fellowship that
many active Asatrúers incorrectly assume that Odinism, as
a whole, is a political rather than a religious ideology.
(Gardell 2003, 176)
Here, Gardell echoes the frequent observation that Christensen’s approach was more
textual/theoretical than spiritual/experiential. He observes as well, however, that some
Odinists are spiritual/ritual as well.
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Christensen’s activities in the United States were interrupted when, in 1993, “she
was sentenced to five years and four months for involvement in a drug-trafficking
scheme” (Gardell 2003, 176).
According to Christensen, she had agreed to drive a car
from Texas to Florida to reciprocate favors she had
received from a younger couple in her neighborhood, not
knowing that the trunk was loaded with marijuana and
synthetic heroine (Voyles 1993a; Voyles 1993b;
Christensen 1998). Throughout much of the Asatrú/Odinist
and radical racist scene, her conviction was interpreted as a
political frame-up. Valgard Murray of the Asatrú Alliance
(AA) organized a “Free Else Christensen Committee,” and
Stephen McNallen of the Asatrú Folk Assembly initiated a
defense fund with the support of the AA and independent
kindreds in the United States and Canada. (Gardell 2003,
176)
Christensen did not see the conviction as political. However, she was deported to Canada
as a criminal alien following her release (Gardell 2003, 176). She continued to operate
the Odinist Fellowship from there, on a much lower profile, until her death in 2005.
Michael “Valgard” Murray (who will be discussed in more detail later as a
member of McNallen’s AFA and one of the founders of the Asatru Alliance) was heavily
involved in Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship, even serving for a time as the
organization’s vice-president before becoming involved with McNallen’s Ásatrú
movement (Gardell 2003, 261).
The Runic Society and the Teutonic Temple
Melton’s first edition of The Encyclopedia of American Religions (1978)
mentioned three “Norse/Teutonic Pagan” groups. The first is Stephen McNallen’s Viking
Brotherhood, which will be discussed in the next section. One of the two remaining, the
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Runic Society founded in 1974, is mentioned as being “closely related” to the “Odinist
movement headquartered in Toronto” (Melton 1978b, 298). The Runic Society
“advocates Wotanism” which it views as “the oldest religion in the world and the religion
of the Aryans since the late Stone Age.” They taught that “the Nordic Race is the ‘Chosen
Race of Nature’ and that only through Odinism can Nordics be true to nature.” The other
entry, on the Teutonic Temple, gives no indication of when or where it was founded. The
Teutonic Temple worshiped Odin as “a supreme God” ruling over “a pantheon of lesser
deities,” and celebrated “the eight pagan festivals” (Melton 1978b, 297). Both of these
traits are somewhat divergent from contemporary Heathenry. Perhaps this group was also
associated with Christensen, or maybe it was a remnant of one of the North American
groups founded by A. Rud Mills’s Anglecyn Church of Odin (Goodrick-Clarke, 259).
McNallen: Ásatrú (in the U.S.)
As with Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship, sources differ on when Steve
McNallen’s first Heathen organization was founded. Gardell dates the founding of The
Viking Brotherhood to 1969-70 (Gardell 2003, 152), while Melton dates this founding to
1972 (Melton 1978b, 296). McNallen founded the Viking Brotherhood in Breckenridge,
Texas. It was a group which sought to identify with the spirituality and militant
masculinity of the Scandinavian Vikings (and perhaps their prototypical whiteness as
well).
According to the first edition of Gordon Melton’s Encyclopedia of American
Religion the Viking Brotherhood was “formed in 1972 by two persons, an army officer,
Svein Gerroldsson, and a college student, Pam Fults” (Melton 1978b, 296). Later
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accounts unanimously attribute the founding of the Viking Brotherhood to Stephen
McNallen (who was an officer in the U.S. army serving with the United Nations),
nevermore mentioning Pam Fults. Personal communication with Bob Stein (listed by
Strmiska and Siggurvinsson as co-founder of the AFA) confirms that Gerroldsson was
Steve McNallen and that Pam Fults was his girlfriend at the time. In any case, what
appears to have originally been largely a Viking-themed boys’ club transformed into the
much more “religious” and “spiritual” Ásatrú Free Assembly. From the beginning
McNallen appears to have been driven by a spiritual/religious relationship with the
spirit(s) of this “viking” era. Though he now supports the folkishness of the Odinist
movement right alongside it, the engaged, mystic spirituality of McNallen’s prayers and
devotional rituals, his devotional poetry to personal gods and theologizing are much more
like the meditational/spiritual mysticisms of much more popular American spiritual
movements.
While Christensen was advancing her racial Odinism in the
1970s, the alternative movement of Ásatrú, more concerned
with the practice of rituals and Norse magic, was started by
Steve McNallen in Texas, Ásatrú is an Icelandic word
meaning “belief in the Æsir (gods).” Their membership
often overlapped, but by the end of the 1970s, the political
divide between Odinism and McNallen’s Ásatrú Free
Assembly (AFA) had become acute. The presence of racists
and Nazis was an embarrassment to McNallen and other
AFA members, whose racial pride was secondary to an
exploration of spirituality. (Goodrick-Clarke, 161-2)
McNallen’s “softer,” less obvious, völkischness had more and broader appeal than the
racial nationalist rhetoric of Odinism ever had. Odinists almost immediately started to
join McNallen’s organizations, introducing the older völkisch (now anglicized to
“folkish”) ideologies.
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According to Gardell, “McNallen stresses that his first attraction to Norse
paganism had nothing to do with racial politics” (Gardell 2003, 259). McNallen
corroborates this on the Asatru Free Assembly Blog; he says:
Gods, I was in my testosterone-laden twenties. I thought
our religion was all about warriors. Goddesses weren’t very
important to me then, and I didn’t even have a name for our
faith, other than “Norse Paganism.” And, of course, the
concept that there might be an innate connection between
ethos and ethnos, or between a distinct people and their
Gods, never crossed my mind. (AFA Blog, “Growth in
Asatru”)
His initial impetus to organize a movement was inspired by a spiritual devotion unrelated
to any old German discourses on races and nations. But that would change.
The racial or ethnic35 end of it was not immediately
apparent to me. I think many people first get involved in
racial politics, then later decide that maybe Odinism or
Asatrú attracts them. With me, it was quite the reverse as I
was attracted to the religion first, simply for its own value,
and it was only later, that I began to realize that there’s an
inherent connection between one’s ethnicity and the
religion that they follow. (McNallen, quoted in Gardell
2003, 259-60)
McNallen’s original “prophetic” message was not based in any sort of racial ideology. He
did not even realize that such a connection might exist. However, he never had a chance
to develop his more spiritual approach independent of folkish Odinism.
At the outset, McNallen had no name for his belief,
referring in his first texts to the “Norse Religion.”
Influenced by Else Christensen, he then adopted the term
Odinism before finding a reference to Asatrú in a book on
pre-Christian Norse culture – he became the first to

35

It is worth noting that, as exemplified here, McNallen does not hide the fact that “race” and “ethnicity”
are synonymous to him.
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introduce the concept to the Vinland36 pagan community.
(Gardell 2003, 260)
Before he had even settled on a name for what he was doing, he had folded himself into
the Odinist movement already underway. And the Odinists immediately followed suit by
folding themselves into his organizations a well.
Most notable in this regard is probably Michael “Valgard” Murray (mentioned
above as the vice-president of Else Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship). A former activist
in various national socialist and racialist circles (Gardell 2003, 261), Murray and others
like him spread the ideals of Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship within McNallen’s Asatru
Free Assembly. Before long, McNallen and many others among his new movement had
come to see the seemingly inescapable links of Heathen religiosity with white racial
identity. The movement he created, however, has outlasted his own conversion from it.
Ásatrú in the United States has, virtually since its inception and still to this day, been torn
between two dramatically differing models for the relationship between Heathenry and
race. In one, the model of Christensen and Murray (and eventually McNallen as well),
Heathenry is intimately tied to the racial soul/consciousness (“folk soul”) of the
indigenous northern European people. In this view, Heathenry is a sort of social
manifestation of collective white racial embodiment. The other, originally proposed by
McNallen and taken up by groups like the Troth, among others, more recently, suggests
that Heathenry is a “religious”/”spiritual” movement much more compatible with
“contemporary” (a.k.a. Protestant Christian) conceptions of religion, involving a sense of
36

“Vinland” is an emic term used by many Heathens to refer to the North American continent. It refers to
the supposed settlement by Leif Erickson and his followers in North America, and allows some
Heathens to “legitimate” their “indigenous” presence on North American soil by giving the continent a
historical Germanic name.
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“calling” and focusing on faith in and personal relationships with the Heathen gods (The
Æsir and Vanir).
McNallen’s take on Heathenry, which has come to be known as the Folkish, is
now distinguishable from both the older Odinst branch, and the non-racialist branch
which he effectively originated, now known as the Universalist. It is essentially a
combination of the two, a spiritual völkisch Heathenry called, quite appropriately, Folkish
Ásatrú.
The Ásatrú Free Assembly
In 1976 McNallen transformed the Viking Brotherhood into the Ásatrú Free
Assembly (AFA) to more directly pursue the religion and spirituality of his indigenous
northern European ancestors (Gardell 2003). Other people (mostly men at first) were
drawn to his ideas. Converts from Wicca brought ideas on spirituality and ritual practice
that were lacking in the earlier movement, filling gaps in McNallen’s early, rudimentary
reconstructions. Others were, unsurprisingly, drawn to the new Ásatrú movement from
the older strain of Odinism, the neo-völkisch movement originally based in German
nationalism, but converted in the U.S. to white racial nationalism (Goodrik-Clarke 2002).
However, “[v]irtually from its inception, the Viking Brotherhood [and the AFA
that followed] was pressured by those both within and without the organization to
promote a racialist, or frankly National Socialist, agenda” (Kaplan 1996, 200). The new
take on Heathenry dreamed up by McNallen did not have the opportunity to develop
independently.
While it is impossible to pinpoint a precise date in which
Odinism and Ásatrú became distinct entities, it is safe to
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assume that it was in this formative period of the early
1970s that the race issue became sufficiently compelling
that it could no longer be ignored. Stephen McNallen’s
“non-discrimination” policy may be taken as the “line in
the sand” which epitomized the emerging Ásatrú
community’s earliest break with Odinism. The
differentiation process deepened with the multi-faceted
exploration of the religion, mores, and magical heritage
bequeathed by pre-Christian Norse/Germanic culture to its
spiritual, if not always genetic descendants which is to this
day more typical of Ásatrúers than of Odinists. It cannot be
overemphasized, however, that the Odinist/Ásatrú break
offers no clear lines of differentiation. There remained in
the Viking Brotherhood, and in its immediate successor
organization the Asatru Free Assembly, strong racialist and
even National Socialist adherents, although the latter were
decidedly in the minority. The most notable of these was
Michael Murray, a self professed follower of George
Lincoln Rockwell’s American Nazi Party. (Kaplan 1996,
200-01)
With our awareness of an Odinist tradition stretching back centuries, Kaplan’s account
suggests that Ásatrú is a new variation on an old movement, a variation on an established
idea, struggling for a separate and independent legitimacy.
McNallen disbanded the Asatru Free Assembly in 1987 (Gardell 2003, 260). He
had burned out from the responsibility of managing the expanding movement himself
(with the help of Bob Stein and then girlfriend Maddy Hutter) and largely dropped out of
the limelight. The AFA was effectively replaced by the Asatru Alliance, led by Murray,
the former vice-president of Else Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship.
Then, the movement essentially splintered after the ninth Asatru Alliance Allthing
(in 1989) when Scott Enslin noted that the anti-Semitic literature being handed out by one
of the attending groups bore the symbol of Murray’s own personal banner. Bob Stein, Bill
Bainbridge, and others, already chaffing from earlier incidents, joined him in a
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confrontation of the issue that they expected might end in violence (detailed in Kaplan
1996, 209-12). The anticipated violence never happened, but McNallen’s Ásatrú
movement was shattered into competing camps over the controversy.
In 1978 [McNallen] demanded that all AFA members forgo
Nazi uniforms and insignia, but the underlying political
tension in the organization eventually led to its demise in
1987. Successor organizations were Mike Murray’s Ásatrú
Alliance and Edred Thorsson’s Ring of Troth. Mike Murray
had been a young member of Rockwell’s American Nazi
Party, then joined Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship,
eventually serving as vice-president, before coming to the
ritual spirituality of the AFA. His Ásatrú Alliance has
disowned racial affiliations, although individual Odinists
continue to interact with the Alliance in its magazine Vor
Trú and at Althings (annual gatherings). By contrast, the
Ring of Troth is aligned with the wiccan and neopagan
communities, where multiracialism is not an issue.
(Goodrick-Clarke, 162)
After McNallen, The Folkish and Universalists
The splintering of the U.S. Ásatrú movement resulted in the development of two
parallel national organizations: The Troth (often mistakenly called “The Ring of Troth”)
representing the “universalist” project, and Murray’s Asatru Alliance representing the
“folkish” perspective. Both called themselves Ásatrú (and still do), though they
represented substantially differing underlying worldviews and logics. On one hand, we
might see this simply as a splitting of a “church” into multiple “denominations” (a
process very familiar to sociologists of religion as well as most practitioners of
Christianity). However, it is of added interest that the folkish branch of Ásatrú has, in
fact, largely replicated the ideologies and social/political projects of the older Odinism,
while minimizing explicit references to race. Kaplan’s project of distinguishing between
Odinism and Ásatrú is therefore so difficult because the two (once, very briefly, distinct)
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have in fact melded to the point that the overlapping middle ground is, essentially, both.
“Universalist” vs. “Folkish,” rather than Odinism vs. Ásatrú, became the emic terms for
the real divide in Heathenry for a reason. They pointed to the location of the actual
difference: the neo-völkisch ideology of “the Folk” (with its attendant inclination to
racialist exclusivity) vs. a non-racialist emphasis on “calling” by the gods and more
contemporary understandings of Heathenry as “a religion.”
Valgard Murray and the Asatru Alliance
When McNallen and the leadership of the original AFA closed shop, Murray was
one of the best positioned to take over. Many commentators have pointed out how similar
the Asatru Alliance (AA) was to the old AFA, seeing it as largely a continuation of the
previous organization under a new leadership. The AA was (and remains) an officially
highly decentralized organization, with individual kindreds as its member bodies.
Individuals can only join by being a member of a member kindred. (“Kindred” is the
most commonly used term for a Heathen congregation.) (Melton 2003, 907)
Among the kindreds affiliated with the AFA in its first
incarnation were the Arizona Kindred, headed by Valgard
(Michael J.) Murray, and the Wulfing Kindred, headed by
Robert N. Taylor. In the wake of the AFA dissolution,
Murray and Taylor launched the Asatrú Alliance as its
successor. […] Active in the national socialist wing of the
radical right, Murray in the late 1960s learned about
Odinism through Elton Hall, then Arizona organizer of the
American Nazi Party. Initially studying the works of
A. Rud Mills, the Australian Odinist and racial mystic,
Murray and Hall formed a kindred and made contact with
Else Christensen in the early 1970s. In 1976 Murray’s
Arizona Kindred became the first kindred certified as such
by the Odinist Fellowship, which until then only had
individual members (Murray 1997, Hall 1996). Embracing
Odin as a racial archetype, Murray got involved with the
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Odinist Fellowship and worked his way up the hierarchy,
eventually serving as its vice president. (Gardell 2003, 261)
Gardell here describes Murray as learning about Odinism in the 1960s, even implying
that he formed an Odinist kindred before he made contact with Christensen. This detail
entirely contradicts his insistence that McNallen and Christensen invented the movement
a decade later in the 70s. Another bit of evidence slipping through the conventional myth
of contemporary origins: Mills was being read and circulated among far right activists
and thinkers. Both Murray and Christensen (among numerous others hinted at here and
there through these discourses) were introduced to Odinism through the influence of
others who were already reading Mills and experimenting with his brand of Odinism.
The Troth
Kaplan wrote a great deal about the founding of the Troth and the fiascoes of
attempting to save the organization by distancing it from its founder, Edred Thorsson /
Stephen Flowers. He argued that the Troth attained the vitality it did in large part due to
Thorsson’s efforts to make it self-sustaining rather than attached to his charisma as
founder (Kaplan 1996). With the exception of the Troth, the charismatic leader model of
organization has been the norm among Heathens.
The Troth (frequently called the Ring of Troth) came to be the predominant
“Universalist” Heathen organization in the United States, standing for much of its
existence for the position that no particular racial or ethnic identity is necessary to
practice Heathenry. By far the more “liberal” of the major U.S. Heathen organizations,
the Troth welcomes the rare non-white interest and membership, and is supportive of
diverse sexual orientations.
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Return of McNallen
In 1994, McNallen revived the AFA as the Ásatrú Folk
Assembly with a ‘folkish’ or ethnocentric focus. In the
wake of these divisions, many Heathens, particularly in The
Troth, became more vehemently anti-racist and
increasingly suspicious of rival organizations’ racial
politics. These initial circumstances have led to a range of
racial interpretations and misrepresentations by academics,
watchdog groups and hate groups alike, which continue to
focus on and perpetuate the stereotype of Heathens as racist
and overemphasize their connections to white supremacist
organizations and ideologies. (Snook 2013, 54).
Stephen McNallen returned to active involvement with Heathenry in 1992 when
he restarted publication of The Runestone, which had been the journal of the old AFA. In
1994 he started a new organization, named very similarly to the old one; but with a very
significant difference: The Ásatrú Folk Assembly (rather than Ásatrú Free Assembly)
(Melton 2003, 907). By this time, McNallen had been thoroughly converted to the folkish
vision of the Odinists. Rather than a free assembly, this time he was leading a folk
assembly. Given the history of the term and its association with Heathenry, this is none
too subtle a shift. Unless, of course, you buy the myth of Heathenry’s spontaneous
worldwide awakening in the early 70s. That myth serves a vital function, and there are
good reasons for McNallen to tell it. Those who think Heathenry sprang fully formed out
of nothingness in Breckenridge, Texas, will be disinclined to be concerned about (or even
aware of) the historical precedents that give it its basic form.
An issue plaguing the Asatru community, growing out of its
ethnic basis in the peoples of northern Europe, has been the
charge of racism. McNallen has strongly refuted the charge.
He notes on the assembly’s Internet site, “We are not racists
(unless being of European heritage and not hating yourself
is racist). We are opposed to racial hatred and intimidation,
regardless of who practices it. We salute honorable men
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and women of all racial, ethnic, and religious groups. The
AFA sympathizes with the efforts of all cultural groups to
maintain their identity and promote their legitimate
interests. We are opposed to all forms of totalitarianism, of
the left and the right alike.” (Melton 2003, 907)
McNallen positions himself as a champion of diversity of culture in the face of a global
monoculture. However, his true agenda became much clearer when he got himself
involved with a legal struggle over some very old bones.
The Kennewick Man Case
The Kennewick Man case, discussed in the introduction, brought McNallen and
his new AFA a greater amount of attention and scrutiny that they had been exposed to
before. Both positive and negative.
“Healing” the Divide: The Decline of Universalism
In the mid-to-late 1990s and early 2000s, when I was most active in the larger
Heathen community, I noticed the beginnings of a shift which it appears to me is now
even further advanced. I watched what could be seen (hopefully in error) as the beginning
of the end of the Folkish/Universalist divide. When I first began to attend Heathen
gatherings, the gatherings were clearly and distinctly Universalist. (I had never attended a
Folkish gathering until much more recently.)
During the time of my greatest involvement, Folkish Heathens started
complaining that the Universalists were failing at their mission to be inclusive by
shunning the Folkish. “How can you be ‘inclusive’ when you will not include us?” they
asked. Though there is nothing contradictory about an “inclusive” group opposing noninclusive policies and organizations, the constant complaint drew more and more support
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and sympathy from Universalists in the Troth. Two factors which probably had a great
influence on this development are the mainstream “colorblind” racial project and the
writings of the scholar of religion and race, Jeffrey Kaplan.
According to the colorblind racial project, a very popular interpretative lens used
by a great many people to make sense of and respond to racial issues, the very concept of
“race” is the problem. If any references to or discussion of race can be eliminated,
“racism” would vanish as well.
Kaplan’s 1996 chapter “The Reconstruction of the Asatru and Odinist Traditions,”
argued that the split between the Universalists and Folkish would destroy the Heathen
revival if not healed. He offers little, if any, grounds for supporting this claim, but makes
it quite aggressively. The timing of this essay corresponds with the shift in Troth policy,
from representing the Universalist camp and opposing the Folkish, to their current
attempt at serving as an umbrella organization for all sorts of Heathenry. This new stance
requires a principled refusal to take sides in the ongoing conflict except in the most
extreme of cases. The Troth’s new blog has largely served to deny their affiliation with or
approval of racist terrorism and murders committed by Heathens.
During the height of my involvement (the early to mid 90s) the “universalist”
branch of Heathenry (largely via the positions taken by the Troth and its leaders) had a
commitment to an anti-racist stance. Their identity as “Universalists” was bound up in
their conflicting views on race with the Folkish. Now, it appears that the Troth promotes
the colorblind project of evading the issue and has made an active effort to close the
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distance between themselves and the folkish organizations, to heal the divide between
them that Kaplan wrote about in such doom-laden terms.
Continuation of Odinism (and Wotanism) After the Partial Melding with Ásatrú
Kaplan had a hard time distinguishing clearly between Ásatrú and Odinism
because there is a large middle-ground (what Gardell calls the ethnic position) in which
the two are not distinguishable, because they are in many cases the same. McNallen’s
“Folkish Ásatrú” combines the racialist focus of Odinism with the neopagan religiosity
and mysticism that is most prevalent in non-racialist camps. Moynihan and Taylor,
likewise, combine traditionally Odinist and Ásatrú elements to create their Tribe of
Wulfings (Gardell 2003, 263-65). Even Valgard Murray came to combine the two
perspectives (Gardell 2003, 262).
Gardell says, “Many, but not all, racially militant pagans in the United States
prefer to call their warpath of revolutionary spiritual politics ‘Odinism’ or the Germanic
‘Wotanism’ rather than risk being lumped together with the nonracial Norse pagans”
(Gardell 2003, 165).
One of the leading voices of Odinism in the United States since the influences of
McNallen and Christensen is Wyatt Kaldenberg. According to Gardell:
Kaldenberg’s brief involvement with the Asatrú Free
Assembly coincided with its founder Stephen McNallen’s
decision to take a stand against the growing presence of
national socialists at AFA gatherings. McNallen (1996)
dismissed as unwanted the fascist ideal of totalitarian
centralized dictatorship, held to be incompatible with the
pagan vision of a future free society. Announcing an end to
tolerance with Nazi involvement in the Norse pagan scene
(in Kaplan 1997, 19), McNallen in 1978 made an effort to
weed out explicit national socialist activists and other race233

political extremists from the AFA. Among those who left
were Jost and Wyatt Kaldenberg. Recalled Kaldenberg
(1998), “McNallen was never racial, and we didn’t have the
same ideas. I wanted to make Odinism into a white Nation
of Islam, and he didn’t go there. He never used the word
Aryan or white. He said folkish now and then, but when you
said race, he’d turn pink.” But you can’t be folkish without
being racist: “you’re either racist or not racist,” Kaldenberg
insisted. “Either you are on the bus or you are not, there is
nothing in between.” (Gardell 2003, 178)
Kaldenberg defected in disgust from McNallen’s group to help organize a chapter of
Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship in the Los Angeles area. When Christensen encouraged
them to tone down their rhetoric after the fatal FBI shootout with Odinist Robert
Mathews in 1984, Kaldenberg and many of his associates split from Christensen as well
to pursue their own brands of Odinism. Kaldenberg is proudly racist and comfortable
with celebrating and encouraging violence in support of the Aryan race (Gardell 2003,
177-182; Goodrick-Clarke 262). His is only one of numerous comparatively traditional
interpretations of neo-völkisch Odinism/Wotanism active in the United States today.
Odinism vs. Asatru
Traditional Odinists like Kaldenberg object to McNallen’s “soft stance” on race,
setting the “ethnic” project that he and Murray pursue apart from the older, Odinist,
“radical racists” of Gardell’s tripartite typology. Murray and McNallen have realized that
the folkish ideals must be presented without the obvious, blatant language of race in order
to be accepted by any substantial portion of contemporary U.S. society. In a later chapter
I will argue that they manage to sell this new spin on a völkisch project by means of a
technique John P. Bartkowski has identified as “discursive tacking”: essentially shifting
back and forth between two (or more) discursive models or codes in order to
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confuse/disguise unpopular and hard-to-justify ideas behind emotionally-satisfying and
common-sense obvious frames. The result, however is that there is a continuing divide
between the more explicit racial language of Odinism and the more subtle, ethnic
positioning of Folkish Ásatrú which results in two distinguishable (though never quite
distinct) types of folkish/völkisch Heathenry in North America.
McNallen, the founder of Ásatrú in the U.S., was converted to the folkish
perspective through the influence of Murray and others like him who had participated in
Else Christensen’s movement as well. Now, with the increasing breakdown of the
Folkish/Universalist divide there is less pushback against the racialist völkisch models, at
least from the traditional sources.
While composing this chapter, I came across an open letter from Heimgest, the
leader of the Odinic Rite, calling out Murray (and McNallen) for deceptively claiming to
have originated a new movement, and seeing themselves as more important to both the
history and present of Heathenry as a whole (Heimgest). In this document, Heimgest
actively accuses Murray (and by implication McNallen) of deception in his perpetuation
of the myth of contemporary origins. He emphatically argues that the Odinism from the
30s had not died out. Rather, it survived in the Odinic Rite. The context of the letter was
conflicting stories over the split-up of the brief-lived International Ásatrú and Odinist
Alliance (IAOA). It is mostly devoted to an expose of Murray’s (and again, by
implication, McNallen’s) misrepresentation of history to present themselves as inventing
something which had actually long existed.
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The final end-note of this document is very interesting as well; strongly implying
that Murray was knowingly and deliberately lying about the relationship between Ásatrú
and race in a legal deposition. (Much as Heimgest is accusing him of lying about his
place in the movement’s history.) Of course, earlier in the document, it is equally notable
that part of Murray and McNallen’s reasoning for disbanding the IAOA was the claim
that the Odinic Right was too strongly associated with the 14 Word Press (an actively and
openly white supremacist publisher) to be good for the image of Ásatrú.
Heimgest (like Moynihan) clearly sees Ásatrú as a more recent variation on
Odinism, still included under the Odinist umbrella. From this perspective McNallen and
Murray are deliberately trying to (mis)represent themselves as more important than they
are. They insist that they have developed something new, while Moynihan and Heimgest
(presumably along with many other Odinists) see what they have contributed as simply a
more spiritual focus. (Both Heimgest and Moynihan point out this difference. Heimgest
attributes Murray’s conversion to Ásatrú to it.)
Critical scholars of race have frequently noticed the prevalence of a “colorblind”
racial project in the United States (Frankenberg 1993; Omi and Winant 1994; BonillaSilva 2014; etc.). This widespread and popular approach to the nature and meaning of
race and racial categories insists that the best way to correct for racial inequality is to
deny the salience of the category of race altogether. Adherents to this project fail to take
into account the structural and subliminal influences which racial categorization
continues to play both in their own cognitive processes as well as the social interactions
around them. As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five, colorblind projects
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simply allow the invisibility of white racial normality to continue; and to continue to be
taken for granted as natural and given, even as racial inequality is denounced and
“fought.” Despite this major flaw of the project, however, it is a highly popular approach
to race in the mainstream of U.S. society (both politically right and left). This widespread
and popular folk-theory of race is likely to have motivated a lessening of the opposition
to Folkish racialism by making the very notion of discussing the problem more and more
impolite and politically incorrect. This allows Heathens (along with the majority of white
people in the U.S.) to evade the issue of race, preferring not to address it or even think
about it at all, and claiming the moral high ground by doing so.
The Folkish (“Ethnic”/”Geneticist”) project wants to be included as part of the
mainstream “group.” It wants to be in the same category as the non-racists (even though
adherents do not always want to hang out with them).
The Universalists/Non-Racist/Modernist project(s) are not benefiting from this
continued association however. And they are the ones most responsible for it. Whether
motivated by Kaplan’s alarmism or by the broader, creeping political view that
“tolerance” requires accepting intolerance (ethical relativism), the Troth, which once held
the rallying banner (metaphorically) for the Universalist position, has now taken a noncritical umbrella position, seeking to be an overarching support group for all Heathens of
whatever stripe. They now have many folkish members and frequently include folkish
themes in their rituals and writings.
Though there is still a great deal of non-racist/modernist sentiment running
around the Troth community, it is now also full of (and mixing actively with) folkish
237

perspectives that would have been shunned twenty years ago. The result is an increase of
folkish perspective overall combined with an increasing general discomfort with the oldfashioned Universalism. It is no longer politically correct in Heathen communities at
large to be critical of racial attitudes. It seems to be a live-and-let-live sort of approach
where it is the responsibility of the non-racists to quietly and politely leave when
confronted with racialist practices and ideology (or to simply hold their tongue and act
like all is okay).
McNallen did create something new. He did have a founding vision. He created
something that resonated with a need in at least a small portion of the American psyche.
His movement, his idea, his innovation has spread farther and more widely within U.S.
culture and society than Odinism by itself would ever have been able to do. It has,
however, brought Odinism along with it. The spiritual and mystic devotionalism of
McNallen began to intermix with the older strain of Odinism almost immediately.
McNallen’s Ásatrú has, in a sense, been engulfed by Odinism, converted to its purpose
and role. Ásatrú, in this analogy, has lent its spiritual image and social vitality to the
underlying racial-nationalism of Odinism. He founded a movement capable of providing
symbolic and cultural capital that would prove useful to the expansion and spread of
Odinist ideas and logics. Knowingly or not, intentionally or otherwise, McNallen
spectacularly revitalized Odinism.
It makes a great deal of difference to our understanding of the very nature of
Heathenry as a movement whether we conceive of it as a contemporary movement
reviving an ancient and celebrated dead culture or a movement with a long history of
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white racial activism that has recently been spread more popularly in a less explicitly
racist form. It is very notable that while a great many contemporary Pagan ideologues
have tried to link themselves with unbroken chains of lineage to the past (no matter how
spurious or invented), Heathens have most often ignored and refused to claim their
connections with a legitimate tradition and lineage reaching back much closer to that
idealized past than most. This otherwise highly ironic avoidance makes perfect sense, of
course, when one notices how close that lineage brings us to the dreaded specter of the
Nazis, one of the very, very few ideologies or identifications that will bring almost
universal condemnation. For Heathens who do not somehow reap benefit from being seen
as racists (which I suspect is the vast majority of us), it can seem unwise to point out such
an unpleasant historical relationship. In fact, it is a relationship many Heathens go to
great efforts to deny. Unfortunately, it is real. It not only existed in our past, it continues
to exist and exert an influence upon our present.
The myth of contemporary Heathen origins is a misleading/misdirecting myth that
cloaks the modern Heathen revival in mysticism and divine intervention. This myth
ignores the entire Odinist movement which stretched back to at least the beginning of the
nineteenth century. It ignores the long history of racial nationalism. It definitely ignores
McNallen’s overlap with and conversion to the folkish/völkisch ideology espoused by
Odinists. This story dramatically oversimplifies the case, occluding the predecessors and
influences which shaped McNallen’s Ásatrú movement, presenting it instead as a divinely
inspired and ahistoric event.
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Whether intentional or developed unconsciously, this myth obscures the very
existence of the oldest and most established sources of contemporary Heathen thought.
This is highly significant in that the overlapping and co-mingling of the older Odinism
and the newer U.S. Ásatrú is widespread and profound. This is why Jeffrey Kaplan
(1996) had such a hard time distinguishing between them. Odinism is, and has been since
its contemporary inception in the late 1800s, a völkisch movement. Contemporary
“Folkish Heathens” or “Folkish Ásatrúar” (a common and vibrant self-identification
among Heathens today) are, in fact, carrying on much of the ideology and philosophy of
this much older strain of Heathenry. McNallen’s innovative interpretations were almost
immediately combined with and folded into the already existing tradition.
Deliberate or coincidental, this myth obscures the source of one of McNallen’s
own influences, as well as the major orientation of the organization he heads, and a major
influence on much of the rest of the religious identification he originated and championed
(Ásatrú). The idea of reviving/reclaiming the pre-Christian beliefs and practices of
“Germanic” northern Europe has been pursued actively since at least the beginning of the
nineteenth century. This leaves us with a question: If this revivalist tradition has been
around for so long, what exactly is it that McNallen is so celebrated for founding?
I propose that McNallen’s significance is due to his highly ironic role in founding
a non-racialist variety of contemporary Heathenry. The irony of this idea is due to the
fact that McNallen himself has become a champion of the racialist position. The nonracialist (non-folkish) position that he originally articulated, however, continues as a
substantial portion of the Heathen community despite his now strong opposition to it.
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McNallen deserves his role as religious founder in the sense that he innovated (quite
ironically it turns out) a variety of Heathenry which was not based on racialist
nationalism of some variety.
This thesis is even more ironic in that the almost immediate overlap in
membership between Odinism and McNallen’s Ásatrú gave this innovative twist on an
old religious idea no time to develop on its own without the strongly influential presence
of the elder and more established racialist Odinism, which soon convinced even
McNallen that his most profound innovation was in error. However, despite this near
abortion, the new non-racialist version of Heathenry survived the birthing pains of
Allthing number 9 (as documented by Kaplan (1996)) and managed to gain (somewhat)
independent footing as a viable social/religious phenomenon in its own right. The two
approaches to Heathenry differ on quite fundamental points in regards to the nature of
humanity and their relationship to the gods, goddesses, and spirits. Not only are the gods,
goddesses, and spirits frequently the same however, so are local communities and group
identifications. Frequently these two differing understandings of Heathenry have shared
the same living rooms, bonfires, coffee shops, sometimes even bedrooms. Who gets to
participate? Who is Heathenry for? What is it about? Through most of the twentieth
century the answers to these questions were clear. It was for people of “pure Germanic”
descent, and it was about the promotion and defense of that “people,” that “race.” Only in
the last few decades of the century did a competing interpretation emerge. According to
this interpretation anyone could participate who felt called to, it was for those who chose
to participate, and it was about a spiritual/religious relationship with the gods, goddesses,
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and spirits. The two strands have mixed. It can be hard to tell where someone falls on the
divide.
The evasion/denial of the pre-McNallen history of Heathenry allows for the
incorporation of völkisch cognitive frameworks and assumptions about the nature of
reality (and especially race) into the objective structures (doxa) of the field of Heathenry.
By denying the origins and trajectories of these ideas McNallen and other “ethnic”
Heathens slip racialist/racists conceptions into the “common sense” of the Heathen
community.
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Chapter 5: Theories of Identity, Social Movements, Race, Ethnicity, and Religion
In this chapter I will discuss social movement and identity theory, emphasizing
particularly the dialectical interplay between overarching structural impositions on the
formation both of collective and individual identities and the strategic actions by
individual and collective actors to challenge or reify, negotiate, and (re)frame those
overarching structures of their social environments. I will be looking particularly at
academic discourses on the development of groups and individual identities within the
fields of religion, race, and ethnicity (with some reference to national identifications as
well). I approach these subjects as components of culture: symbolic and discursive
interactions which shape and constrain social reality and contribute to the creation and
maintenance of meaning (including “identities”). Pierre Bourdieu’s practice-based model
of the interplay between structure and agency will provide the basic outlines of a cultural
theory of social interaction. Critiques and limitations of the model will be addressed and
resolved. This chapter will situate my own theoretical approach within the context of
socio-cultural theorizing about religion.
Religion
Religion is a social field subject to contestation and negotiation of its basic
character and nature. It both defines and is defined by those who participate in it. The
hugely varied and diverse sub-fields within the field of religion (such as the various
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particular religious identifications and institutions) likewise are subject to negotiation and
alteration, even as they provide and inculcate basic understandings of the nature of
reality. As such, religion is a prime arena for the negotiation and contestation of race.
Race itself, like religion, is a field of shaping and constraining structures which define so
much of who and what we are in our social worlds, which simultaneously is subject to
change (dramatic or subtle) through discursive/symbolic contestation, redefinition, and
application by those within the field of contest. Linking racial and religious symbolic
systems into larger, combined symbolic projects (Bartkowski 2004, Burlein 2002, etc.)
allows access to (and the opportunity to contest and potentially change) a broader array of
social institutions and structures.
A cultural approach to the study of religion allows us to take account of the varied
discursive and symbolic conflicts over the creation of meaning by religious actors
(individual and institutional) and the power to define reality. More conventional
approaches (Secularization or Rational Choice) are more concerned with question of
survival and vitality of institutions, churches and/or congregations.
The Sociological Study of Religion has been largely dominated by two competing
perspectives. The first, secularization theorists, who firmly dominated the sociology of
religion for many years, held an almost polemic disdain for religion, understanding the
phenomenon as a holdover from a more primitive era, which was evolutionarily destined
to disappear with the increasingly rationalized and demystified nature of the modern
world. Many have criticized this theory due to the increasing evidence that the
predictions are not holding up. Though only a few sociologists of religion hold to such an
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extreme view today, the larger field of sociology still largely holds the dismissive
secularist view of religion(s) as a given (Edgell 2012).
Rational Choice theories of religion, on the other hand, particularly the Religious
Economies Model (Stark and Finke 2000, Iannaccone 1994), propose a model of religions
which posits that religious congregations thrive through providing their constituents a
degree of tension with the larger “world” with which it finds itself in opposition.
Practitioners of the religions are seen, according to this model, as choosing logically and
rationally between congregations and institutions which will provide them the most
benefit for their investment. They use a rational-choice economic model to explain and
explore the relative vitality (the chances of “success” or “failure”) of religious institutions
and/or congregations. However, this approach has been criticized for a number of reasons
as well. Among others, it privileges protestant Christian denominations and
congregations, which are more likely to pursue the sorts of ends that Rational Choice
theorists define as “success” or “vitality” (Bruce 1999; Cadge et al 2011; Edgell 2005).
Rational choice approaches to religion also tend to focus on congregations and competing
denominational organizations; again organizational strategies common to Protestant
Christians. This focus on organizations and group cohesion (what Brubaker calls
“groupism”) is also criticized for missing individual, more “spiritual” phenomenon and
other sorts of religious activities which are not congregationally or denominationally
based (Edgell 2012).
Penny Edgell argues that the conflict and rivalry between these two theoretical
and polemic camps has often blinded many to the common underlying problematic
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assumptions the two branches share. She identifies three inter-woven strands in the
revival of cultural approaches to the sociology of religion, and proposes an agenda for
the ongoing cultural study of religion (Edgell 2012).
Many of the figures investigated below demonstrate a similarity to the
“Entrepreneurial Model” of “cult” / “new religious movement” formation. Much like Ann
Burlein’s notion of niche-marketing (Burlein 2002), these figures have found a leverage
point within the field where they can apply their capital to create organizations or
movements with the cultural capital to define, negotiate, change, or set the structure of
the particular religious fields they dominate and the availability of the symbolic religious
capital they now serve as gatekeepers for. They are often selling their products to
subcultural identity groups as pointed out by Christian Smith (1998).
Narrative Construction of Selfhood and Identity
In their article, “Narrating the Self,” Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps discuss the role
of narrative in the production of conceptions of the self. They point out the mutually
dependent interactions of self-identity and narrative. “Personal narrative simultaneously
is born out of experience and gives shape to experience. In this sense, narrative and self
are inseparable.” (Ochs and Capps 1996)
To make sense of who they are in relation to the world around them, to understand
themselves, narrators tell stories about their experiences. These stories describe “through
choice of words, degree of elaboration, attribution of causality and sequentially, and the
foregrounding and backgrounding of emotions, circumstances, and behavior” (Ochs and
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Capps 1996, 22) the nature of the narrator as well as any other characters, institutions, or
locations in the narrative.
We actualize our selves through the activity of narrating.
We use narrative as a tool for probing and forging
connections between our unstable, situated selves. …
creating coherence out of lived experience while at the
same time reckoning with its impossibility. (Ochs and
Capps 1992, 29)
Essentially, we create our sense of self, our identity, by telling stories about our
experiences. However, it is not as if we tell these stories alone.
When we tell stories, we are usually telling them to an audience, and we know
how to tell stories in a way that people will understand, because we have heard other
people tell stories. When we tell those tales that make sense of our lives, we inevitably
use frames, plot structures, descriptive devices, images, etc., that have been used before.
Story elements that others are familiar with make our storytelling task easier, and cause
our narratives to carry more weight and meaning, not only for the audience, but for the
teller as well.
Jerome Bruner calls this “narrative accrual,” and talks about the way this
produces such things as genres, which “predispose us to use our minds and senses in
particular ways” (Bruner 1990, 14), and normative expectations (Bruner 1991, 14-15). He
even suggests that it is such narrative accrual, in a localized context, which allows for the
creation of culture, “that permits a continuity into the present – in short, to construct a
history, a tradition, a legal system, instruments assuring historical continuity if not
legitimacy” (Bruner 1991, 19-20).
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Michael McGuire also discusses this issue, in terms of what he calls narrative
“aggregates” that “legitimize and perpetuate beliefs and behaviors” (McGuire 1990, 222).
McGuire also points out the interrelatedness (and interdependence) of identity and
narrative.
In the end, then, a dialectical relationship exists between
narratives and attitudes or beliefs. Narratives give people
many of their beliefs and attitudes, or at least shape them.
Beliefs and attitudes toward both the narrator and the
content or objects of narration can be influenced by
narratives. On the other hand, narratives must draw on
previously existing knowledge and beliefs to shape
attitudes, and narratives must participate in the langue of
pervious narratives in order to seem plausible to an
audience, especially if that langue is part of the audience’s
knowledge. (McGuire 1990, 234)
Bruner, however, also points out that these narratively constructed norms are
negotiable. Because we are continually building and rebuilding these norms through the
accrual of narrative, we are able to introduce changes or challenge the assumed structure
of the tales we tell. “The perpetual construction and reconstruction of the past provide
precisely the forms of canonicity that permit us to recognize when a breach has occurred
and how it might be interpreted” (Bruner 1991, 20). In fact, he suggests, “it is a sense of
belonging to this canonical past that permits us to form our own narratives of deviation
while maintaining complicity with the canon” (ibid).
Nancy Ammerman (2003, 11-12) points out that it is the very fact of multiple
frames/fields overlapping within the everyday context of our social lives that presents us
with the opportunity of agency and choice. Ammerman proposes a narrative approach to
the development and negotiation of religious identities (Ammerman 2003). She suggests
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that it is the stories we tell about ourselves and others that seek to locate us within the
large social fields.
Regarding Bourdieu, she says:
The tension between order and chaos, between continuity
and revision, is reflected in differing emphases in thinking
about identity. Some focus on fluidity and agency, on the
ways in which each new encounter leaves the world or the
identity slightly (or radically) changed. Others, following
especially Bourdieu (e.g.1987), focus on the ways in which
every interaction is structured by and reinforces patterns of
difference, hierarchy, and domination, especially through
categories of class, race, and gender (Lamont and Fournier
1982). (Ammerman 2003, 211)
Ammerman does not think either of these options are sufficient. “[A]ny adequate account
of identity needs an account of the ongoing coherence that is constructed by human
consciousness and the solidarity that is created by social gatherings, however temporary”
(Ammerman 2003, 211).
Narratives relate to culture (and cultural approaches to religion) in that narratives
are discursive tools in what Ann Swidler has called the “cultural toolkit.” Cultural toolkits
are collections of symbols, ideas, frames, maps, etc. (symbolic and/or cultural capital)
which the social actor calls upon and uses in particular contexts and circumstances to
achieve strategic goals (Swidler 1995). For Swidler, culture is the collection of symbolic
resources we call upon when we need them. Narrative theorists point out the ways that
narrative is used to accomplish such strategic goals. For example, Steve McNallen’s
narratives regarding the origins and foundations of contemporary Heathenry are framed
in such a way that any history before his involvement is eschewed, and the existence of
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other Heathens elsewhere in the world is (euphemistically) attributed to an ahistoric
divine intervention.
Groupism and Ethnic Entrepreneurs
In the book Ethnicity without Groups, Rogers Brubaker (2006) writes about the
ways “ethnic identity” has been analyzed and discussed in, often apparently
unconsciously, essentialist ways that confuse and distract from the dynamic, active, and
relational nature of human categorization and identification. He argues that we need to be
careful not to uncritically adopt the political projects and “categories of practice” of
ethnic entrepreneurs as our analytical models (Brubaker, 31). Just because ethno-political
entrepreneurs or racially or ethnically defined organizations argue that a distinct bounded
group exists, does not meant that those who fall under that category really experience the
sort of profound commonality and sense of belonging together that Brubaker calls
“groupness” (Brubaker, 46). As part of this challenge, he also calls into question the
analytical usefulness of the term “identity,” pointing out that it can be (and is) used for
such a wide range of concepts and relationships that it is essentially useless. He suggests,
instead, that we need to use more specific and meaningful terminology when discussing
issues of “identity,” terms such as “commonality,” “connectedness,” “groupness,”
“identification,” “social location,” and the like (Brubaker, 41-46). He also argues that the
category of “ethnicity” should not be analytically set aside as a separate domain of study
from categories such as “race,” or “nationality.” When he lists various factors that can
serve to distinguish people, organizations, and categories within this larger domain of
identification, he lists “religions” as one of the options (Brubaker, 81-82). It seems
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reasonable then, to see “religious identifications” as operating in, and analyzable within
the context of Brubaker’s larger, single field of identity categorization. Brubaker
describes these cognitive categories, such as race, ethnicity, and nation, as “perspectives
on the world rather than entities in the world” (Brubaker, 4). His theoretical approach
shows not only the ways in which these categories are overlapping and often
distinguished only by means of differing “interpretive frames” (Brubaker, 16), but also
that these frames and categories are combined to form projects (much like Omi and
Winant’s racial projects) by ethnonationalist entrepreneurs.
Another useful idea which Brubaker discusses is the idea of “framing and coding”
(Ethnicity Without Groups, 16). Brubaker suggests that phenomena which are called
“ethnic conflicts,” for example, might only be seen as such because actors or interpreters
have framed, labeled, or described them as such. This does not, of course, mean that such
an ethnic label is simply “imagined” in the sense that it has no impact. The presentation
and framing of phenomena in certain ways has substantial impacts on the ways they are
perceived, experienced, and responded to. This concept of framing, too, seems applicable
to the category of religious identity. Is something “religious” simply because some actor
or observer has described it that way? A related question regards who has the authority
(or opportunity) to do the describing? It makes a difference, for example, if someone gets
to tell their own story about who they are (identifying themselves), or whether the
narrative is controlled and defined by someone else (being identified by others).

251

Religious Entrepreneurs
In much the same way that Brubaker points out the activities of ethnic
entrepreneurs, Rodney Stark and Roger Finke propose an “entrepreneurial model” as one
of their three models of new religious movement formation (Stark and Finke 2000). This
model is very applicable to many of the figures discussed in Chapter Four, as well as
some of the blog authors investigated in the next chapter. Brubaker (above) discusses
“ethnic entrepreneurs” who try to market their ethnic groups/ethnic conflicts to their
“ethnic” audience (in order to accomplish what Brubaker calls “groupism,” a.k.a. the
reality of the ethnic group they are attempting to create/redefine). In much the same way,
Christian Smith has demonstrated the ways religious entrepreneurs market their religious
projects to particular subcultural audiences, in an attempt to link vibrant categories of
identification with their particular religious perspective and teachings (Smith 1998).
Racial Formation Theory
In their book Racial Formation in the United States, Michael Omi and Howard
Winant propose that “race” is not a set category, but rather a negotiated one. They treat
race as a category not as a given, but as a culturally contested symbolic space. Not only
the specific content of particular racial designations, but also the very concept of race and
what it means, are variable and changeable. These meanings are pursued and contested by
means of what Omi and Winant call racial projects. Omi and Winant define race as “a
concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to
different types of human bodies” (Omi and Winant 2015, 55). Racial formation is the
social and historical process through which the meaning, and essentially the actuality, of
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race is contested, created, destroyed, and lived (ibid). This competitive formation happens
by means of racial projects, efforts by groups or individuals to promote and actualize
particular ideas of what race, or particular races mean and to define/explain social
interaction and the distribution of resources accordingly (Omi and Winant 2015, 56).
Individuals and social movements articulate and pursue racial projects in which they
argue for what the very concept of “race” actually means as well as the content and
relative status of particular racial categories. Omi and Winant argue that the social
understanding of “race” and of particular “races” has shifted substantially over the course
of U.S. history.
Racial formation theory contributes to our understanding of how and why sociocultural entrepreneurs apply the tools from their cultural toolkits. The concept of racial
projects proves useful, especially when expanded intersectionally (Crenshaw 1989) to
include other categories/fields of strategic contest and negotiation (including ethnicity,
nationality/nationalism, religion, gender, and sex, among others). Brubaker’s ethnic
entrepreneurs can be seen to, likewise, be pursuing ethnic projects; while Christian
Smith’s subcultural marketing of religion represents religious projects pursued by
religious entrepreneurs.
Brubaker warns us against assuming that the groups ethnonationalist
entrepreneurs argue for on the basis of these categories actually exist in any analytically
meaningful way, pointing out that such ethnopolitical projects are efforts to create what
he calls “groupism,” or the social actuality of groups defined in these particular
categorical terms, and that such efforts very frequently fail. He argues that “[e]thnicity,
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race, and nationhood are fundamentally ways of perceiving, interpreting, and
representing the social world. They are not things in the world, but perspectives on the
world (Brubaker, 17). Michael Omi and Howard Winant, with their racial formation
theory, articulate this conception of projects of identification to apply more broadly, not
just to entrepreneurs or organizations, but to the population at large. We all have projects
that we buy into, invest in, and support. They call these racial projects, emphasizing that
the category of “race” has been a central organizing category of U.S. society throughout
its entire history. The specific meanings of “race” and the boundaries and content of
particular races may have changed substantially over the years, but race continues to be
one of the primary ways by which we make sense of who we are, and who others are in
relation to us. Howard Winant argues that attempts to focus on ethnicity rather than race
amount “in practice to a denial of the significance of race in American life” (Winant
1994, 46-47).
Such ethnic claims, whether explicitly or implicitly made, are not unconnected to
larger discourses of identification in U.S. society. Projects of ethnic identification with
the Elder Heathen (the pre-Christian population of northern Europe) are thus, especially
in the United States, more likely than not to result in racial identification (even if
unconsciously). Though, as Brubaker suggests, ethnic or national framing is widely
understood as more legitimate and respectable (Brubaker, 17), the frame that makes the
most practical, day-to-day sense for those of us enmeshed in U.S. society is the frame of
race.

254

Whiteness has, of course, been associated historically with a (northern) European
heritage. The prototypical white person is probably Scandinavian, German, or English: all
heritages which have been defined as “Germanic,” and which are thus prototypical to the
reconstruction of Germanic Heathenry. “White,” however, is not an inherent, ahistoric
category which naturally occurs or to which someone naturally and inherently belongs.
Whiteness has a history and a context. It came into being as part of, and for the purposes
of serving, very particular social and political projects.
In terms of “imaginary” designations, however, it is useful to next turn to
Benedict Anderson’s conception of the “imagined community.” Anderson’s book, sharing
conveniently the same name as its most widely adopted analytical category (Imagined
Communities (2006)), investigates the historical development and functioning of
nationalism. He defines a “nation” as “an imagined political community – and imagined
as both inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson 2006, 6). They are limited in that
they have “finite, if elastic, boundaries, beyond which lie other nations. No nation
imagines itself coterminous with mankind” (Anderson 2006, 7). By “community” he
means that “regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each,
the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. Ultimately it is this
fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two centuries, for so many millions of
people, not so much to kill, as to willingly die for such limited imaginings” (Anderson
2006, 7). Clearly Anderson is talking here about examples of what Brubaker discusses as
high degrees of “groupness,” a sense of deep commonality and a shared boundary of
essential belonging together. Using Brubaker’s critiques of identity discourses, we might
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point out that there are certainly contexts in which “national identities” do not result in
such levels of groupness, where people do not feel the need to kill or die for their nation,
but nonetheless self-identify as a particular nationality (Anderson 2006, 12). Thus,
combining the work of the two theorists we can see the possibility of imagined group
identities, including religious ones, which manifest various levels of groupness.
The construction, elaboration, contestation, and sharing of these cognitive models
is what Herder was pointing at with his emphasis on the role of language, poetry, and
storytelling in the creation and maintenance of common group identification. The shared
culture and senses of meaning he saw shaped through shared practices of language use
are the very shared mental models and maps other scholars have called “cognitive
frameworks,” “mazeways,” and “social structures,” or “habitus.”
Likewise, the work of Anthony Wallace on Revitalization Movements emphasizes
the contestation between individual mazeways and the sorts of collective understandings
and identifications that Herder was concerned with. What allows some prophets to
propose radical changes to society and then change that society so that whole cultures
share their new mazeway (Jesus, The Buddha, and Karl Marx, for a few examples), while
other similar “prophets” remain marginal and persecuted, often taking their
messages/ideas with them to the grave? Wallace’s model of the process of “revitalization”
as a conscious and deliberate effort at social change includes prominently and vitally the
use of language and media by prophets and their disciples, followers, and organizations;
not only to spread their message, but also to debate, contest, modify, and adapt it to the
social circumstances in which it must survive and compete.
256

Mixing of codebooks and switching between discourses can even be used by
writers or speakers to disorient and mislead their audiences. This has been called
discursive tacking by John P. Bartkowski (2004). In his study of the Promise Keepers,
Bartkowski noticed that their rhetoric often changed back and forth between widely
differing archetypes of gender roles and approaches to racial inequalities. He made sense
of this by comparing it to “tacking” a sail boat.
Sail boats most easily move in the direction the wind is
blowing, by catching the wind in their sails. However,
when it is necessary to sail against the wind, such as in the
case of bringing the vessel into port when there is an
offshore wind, a boater may “tack” by “oscillating the boat
left, then right, then left again repeatedly – until the boat
reaches shore. (Bartkowski, 53)
Bartkowski determined that these Promise Keepers were doing something very similar. In
their attempts to move “against the headwinds of secular American culture,” they could
not simply head straight for their target. They had to “tack” their rhetoric; first going one
way then drastically shifting directions, over and over again to discursively sail into the
wind of popular opinion. By repeated use of this strategy, their conflicting messages, in
the end, “seem to overlap rather than overtly contradict one another” (Bartkowski, 53).
David R. Roediger investigates the development of a white working class
consciousness in The Wages of Whiteness. He shows how white workers benefited from
their distinctions from blacks by being able to displace their anxieties onto them and by
being able to articulate themselves as “free” in comparison. Working class whites in the
early years of the republic described black folks with much the same characteristics that
were often attributed by others to poor white laborers. Even the terms “coon” and “buck,”
which came to characterize black men, were once terms used to refer to poor rural whites.
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In blackface performances blacks were often lampooned as simple country-bumpkins
confused by industrialization, much the same condition many poor white laborers had
been suffering under just shortly before (and were trying to leave behind). Similarly, the
conversion to a system of wage labor rather than independent workers led to a split of
terminology: from the obvious, like “black slave” vs. “free white worker,” to the less
obvious, such as the Dutch word “boss” rather than “master” (which means the same
thing).
In How the Irish Became White, Noel Ignatiev discusses the transition of Irish
immigrants from a racially subjugated laboring class to their full incorporation into the
privileged white race in the United States. He discusses the role and place of the
(Catholic) Irish in the economic and national system of Great Britain, where they were
clearly racially subordinated and for all intents and purposes “enslaved” to the
(Protestant) British. This status continued for early stages of Irish immigrants to the U.S.,
where they were often treated like the subordinate blacks/negros, living in the same
neighborhoods and competing for the same jobs and resources. Some ideologues (such as
the champion of Irish rights Daniel O’Connell) sought to create solidarity between the
Irish and the American Negro (or at least white abolitionists) based on these shared
conditions. However, the light skin tones shared by the Irish with their English overlords
provided another option; one that was unavailable to their black peers.
Rather than emphasizing, as O’Connell (and abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison)
would have had it, the common oppression of the racially defined laboring classes, Irish
immigrants in the U.S. chose to emphasize their commonality with the dominant classes.
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Through their roles in (first) organized labor and (later) newly developing police forces
they excluded and further subjugated American blacks in order to emphasize their
solidarity with the “white” Protestant and English aristocracy (the very people who
oppressed them in the context of Great Britain). By actively excluding blacks from
employment and policing polling places to keep blacks from voting (among other tactics)
Irish immigrants and their descendants secured for themselves a place in the “upper” half
of the U.S. black-white racial dichotomy.
So it came to pass that events transpired contrary to the
way Garrison had hoped; instead of the Irish love of liberty
warming America, the winds of republican slavery blew
back to Ireland. The Irish had faded from Green to white,
leached by, as O’Connell put it, something in the
“atmosphere” of America. (Ignatiev, 38)
Karen Brodkin, clearly playing on Ignatiev with her title How Jews Became White
Folks and What That Says about Race in America, argues that Jews have come to be
treated as white in the contemporary United States largely due to government
“affirmative action” programs that contributed to the incorporation of many “white
ethnic” groups. Of course, such a development would not have been possible without
light skin tone that allowed them to be counted as “white” (Brodkin, 51).
She also points out the irony of assimilationist theories of ethnicity:
The word ‘ethnicity’ did not come into use until after World
War II, when it became the word of choice in academic and
public-policy vocabularies to describe those who had been
formerly discussed as members of a less-than-white-race,
nation, or people. The word “ethnicity” became a
cornerstone of a new liberal consensus about the United
States as a pluralist and democratic society. As has so often
been pointed out, part of this consensus, especially in the
eastern United States, was that the end of racial inequality
was at hand, and soon African Americans and Puerto
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Ricans would be assimilated into a meritocratic and
democratic society, just like the Jewish and other Euroethnic intellectuals who had developed these views.
(Brodkin, 144)
Of course, such views run contrary to the reality and significance of racial categorization,
merely deflecting continued racial inequalities into varieties of “colorblind” racism.
When directed at blackness, the discourse of ethnicity
produced its own, new, cultural variety of racism, which
prevails today. Instead of asserting the inherent biological
inferiority of some races, it asserted the inherent cultural
inferiority of some ethnicities. (Brodkin, 154)
“Ethnicity” became, for many people, simply a more politically correct way to talk about
racial differences and divisions. If black people or “Mexicans” were not being assimilated
into white culture and becoming white, then (from this perspective) it was clearly because
their cultures were inferior. The ethnic assimilationist theories suggest that if black
people simply acted white then they would become white, just like the Jews, the
Germans, and the Irish did. This idea, however, ignores the fact that racial identification
in the United States has been taxonomically defined on a black-white scale. Black people,
at least, are unlikely to become white, no matter how they behave, because they are the
very category against which whiteness is defined. Without the continuation of the racial
category of black, the racial category of white would be meaningless and lose any value it
might have.
Ian F. Haney López, investigates the way race, and the white race in particular, is
created and maintained by the Law. In White by Law, Haney López looks at fifty-two
“racial prerequisite cases,” in which United States courts determined whether or not (and
why or why not) particular people qualified as white. He shows that the courts have come
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to privilege popular opinion about racial taxonomies over scientific evidence, and argues
that this clearly proves that “race” is a socially constructed category rather than an
objective and essential one, and that the law is central to that construction (Haney López,
4-9).
George M. Fredrickson, in Racism: A Short History, points out that there are two
distinct (though related) types of racism: German “Aryan” supremacy and the U.S.
“White” supremacy (Fredrickson 2002). Fredrickson differentiates the Aryan and white
racial projects in terms of who is racialized, and in terms of who is the enemy/threat.
The German style of racism racialized the German people themselves,
emphasizing the interconnection of the people as a whole (the Volk) with their language,
their culture, and their land. Other peoples were a threat, not just to their way of life, but
to their very existence as a people, especially when they encroached upon the lands (and
daughters) of Germany; which, by the way, was not yet a state when this concept
developed, simply an “ethnic group” of principalities speaking common languages. In the
U.S. style of racism, on the other hand, it is the Others who are racialized. “We” white
Americans simply see ourselves as the benchmark of humanity, the “normal” ones
surrounded by a sea of deviation, degeneration, and depravity. Other peoples would be
beneath our notice if they were not always making such a nuisance of themselves. In
Germany it was the positive presence of an Aryan racial identity which was at stake. In
the United States there was a negative identification: “I am not that.”
Another substantial difference between the Aryan and white projects is the nature
of their racial enemies.
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“Germans feared that, under modern competitive
conditions, which allegedly reward the clever and
unscrupulous, Jews might be their superiors.
Discrimination was justified, therefore, as a means of selfpreservation. Most white Americans, on the other hand,
believed that blacks were innately incompetent in all ways
that mattered.” (Fredrickson, 90)
The Jews in Germany were seen as serious competition for middle-class ethnic Germans.
Resisting them was a necessity of cultural or ethnic survival. African Americans, on the
other hand, could generally only compete with the lowest of the low classes that might be
called white in the United States. There was no cultural threat, merely a biological one.
Functions and Nature of Whiteness
Privilege
In the essay “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,” Peggy
McIntosh equates white privilege to “an invisible weightless knapsack of special
provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks.” These are
unearned assets, but something “I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I
was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious” (McIntosh, 178). She includes a list of 26 things that
white people can count on that people of color cannot, and suggests that “Describing
white privilege makes one newly accountable” (McIntosh, 178-80). She says:
It seems to me that obliviousness about white advantage,
like obliviousness about male advantage, is kept strongly
inculturated in the United States so as to maintain the myth
of meritocracy, the myth that democratic choice is equally
available to all. Keeping most people unaware that freedom
of confident action is there for just a small number of
people props up those in power, and serves to keep power
in the hands of the same groups that have most of it
already. (McIntosh, 182)
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Jacqueline Battalora, in “Whiteness: The Workings of an Ideology in American
Society and Culture,” adds a list of another 17 things that white people can expect that
people of color cannot (Battalora 2002, 8). She emphasizes the socially constructed
nature of race, saying “Race does not signify biological differences among groups of
people but rather reflects these achievements or social constructions” (Battalora 2002, 4).
In response to people who insist that race is a thing of the past and focusing on it
is what makes it a problem she says, “Race must be seen as relevant until it truly is no
longer relevant in the real world of social interaction, including intimate relationships and
institutional rules and practices” (Battalora 2002, 4).
A Justification / Property Right / Consolation Prize for Part of the Working Class
Theodore W. Allen, David Roediger, and Noel Ignatiev all discuss the
“consolation prize” nature of whiteness in their discussions of the developments and
functions of working class racism. Workers who would otherwise be sharing the bottom
rung of society with blacks can earn for themselves a higher status (even if it is only the
pride that is different in many cases) by simply denigrating and fighting against blacks, to
prevent them from taking “white” jobs, homes, or spouses.
In “Property Rights in Whiteness,” Derrick Bell argues that blacks act as a
“buffer” between upper and lower class whites (Bell 2000, 77). This is much the same as
Allen’s conception of an intermediate strata. He suggests that most whites are also
“victims of economic injustice.” They are kept in their place, in part, by means of the
category of race.
[W]hiteness has historically been dangled before the eyes
of the working class and stuffed with some benefits to
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prevent cross-racial class solidarity, and as a distraction
from white working-class exploitation at the hands of
upper-class whites. (Harvey 2011, 109)
Whiteness is a “consolation prize” for poor white people who would otherwise have to
see themselves as on the bottom of the social ladder. At least they have someone to frame
themselves as superior to. And if they feel such a sense of satisfaction and reward in
being classed as superior, they are very unlikely to make common cause with or feel
sympathy toward the suffering of poor non-whites.
A Flexible, Socially Constructed Category Capable of Incorporating “Ethnic Groups”
to Ensure/Retain Its Dominant Position
Allen, Ignatiev, Roediger, and Brodkin all depict accounts of previously nonwhite (or at least questionably white) “ethnic” categories being incorporated politically
and socially into whiteness. The opportunity hoarding this provides also serves to
maintain the privilege and authority of whiteness as a structural location, the newest
recruits often being the ones who make the most active efforts to defend its boundaries
and privileges.
Mary Waters, in Ethnic Options: Choosing Identities in America, argues that
“ethnic” categories among white people are misleading in that they convince many white
people that they are the same as racial boundaries (one of the premises of ethnic
assimilationist theories). She says,
A Polish-American who “knows he is a Pole, who is proud
to be a Pole, who knows the social costs and possibilities of
being a Polish worker” is less able to understand the
experience of being black in American precisely because of
being “in touch with his own ethnicity.” That is because the
nature of being a Pole in America is as I have described it
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throughout this book – lacking in social costs, providing
enjoyment, and chosen voluntarily. (Waters, 157)
She argues that:
The reality is that white ethnics have a lot more choice and
room for maneuver than they themselves think they do. The
situation is very different for members of racial minorities,
whose lives are strongly influenced by their race or national
origin regardless of how much they may choose not to
identify themselves in ethnic or racial terms (Waters, 157).
Also of interest to me and my projects, she says:
Stephen Steinberg (1981) and others writing on the ethnic
revival of the 1970s argue quite strongly that the selfconscious organization of white ethnics on the basis of their
ethnicity was a racist response to the civil rights movement
of the 1960s and 1970s and to celebrations of racial and
ethnic identities by non-white groups. (Waters, 157)
Waters (citing Steinberg) emphasizes that the rise of discourse on “ethnicity” was a
relative-deprivation response from whites to civil rights movements. If “black Africans”
could now be called “African Americans,” and “Asians” could now be called “Asian
Americans,” then white people in the U.S., previously comfortable known simply as
“Americans,” suddenly needed words for what “kind” of American they were. Few
settled on “white” as a proud category of identity. Instead being an “Irish,” “German,” or
“English” American became important ways to respond to the shifting field of identity
politics in the United States.
In White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness, Ruth
Frankenberg argues that contrary to common belief, white women have a racial identity
that matters. Rather than being raceless, normal, and “natural,” white women are
particularly shaped by their racially particular upbringing and life constraints as well as
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their gender. She discusses the results of analyzing the discourses on race of a number of
white women (otherwise diverse in many ways) whom she interviewed. She posits three
discursive repertoires upon which the women drew to make sense of and articulate issues
of whiteness and race. A racially essentialist repertoire presents race as biologically given
and unalterable. A race and power evasive repertoire (called “colorblind” by others, such
as Omi and Winant, Bonilla-Silva, and Wise) in which the women tried to deny that they
noticed racial distinctions or that those of different races experienced different lifechances. The third repertoire (which Frankenberg argues is the better option of the three),
is race cognizant, in which women were aware of racial differences and corresponding
differences in life chance, but also recognized that such differences are socially
determined and subject to change.
Frankenberg argues that “there continue to be close ties in the United States
between racist and colonial discourses, as well as between constructions of whiteness and
of Westernness” (Frankenberg, 16).
Colonization also occasioned the reformulation of
European selves. Central to the colonial discourses is the
notion of the colonized subject as irreducibly Other from
the standpoint of a white “self.” Equally significant, while
discursively generating and marking a range of cultural and
racial Others as different from an apparently stable Western
or white self, the Western self is itself produced as an effect
of the Western discursive production of its Others. This
means that the Western self and the non-Western others are
coconstructed as discursive products, both of whose
“realness” stand in extremely complex relationships to the
production of knowledge, and to the material violence to
which “epistemic violence is intimately linked.”
(Frankenberg, 16-17)
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She points out that “one effect of colonial discourse is the production of an unmarked,
apparently autonomous white/Western self, in contrast with the marked, Other racial and
cultural categories with which the racially and culturally dominant category is
constructed” (Frankenberg, 17).
Frankenberg’s concept of discursive repertoires will be useful in the following
chapters for its suggestion that there are different, competing “languages” (discursive
repertoires) from which social actors have to choose in their responses to categories and
identifications they confront in day-to-day life. As we will see, such discourses can be
mixed, combined, shifted between, embraced, and contested in a dizzying variety of ways
(Frankenberg 1993).
Identities are always relational (including categorical commonalities, which are
only sensible in relation to other categories), as such they only really make sense when
compared and contrasted with other positions within the field under consideration, with
other “identities.” The field being investigated will have to contain all of the social
locations, projects, organizations, or particular actors whose “identities” are being
compared. Richard King’s discussion of the construction of “Hindu” as a religious
identity, for example, operates in a very large field, which might be described as the field
of postcolonial international relations. He compares at least three identity categories: the
“Hinduism” constructed by the British Raj (and the German academy), the particular and
plural identities of India outside the framework of “Hinduism,” and the Protestant
Christianity of European colonial and scholastic cultures. If I were to conduct a study of
the conflicts (and the identity boundaries they create and maintain) between Paganism
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and Heathenry, I would be working with the much smaller (though still substantial) field
of Neopaganism.
Bourdieu
Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice seeks to overcome the conflicting
epistemologies of structural and often functionalist theories emphasizing social systems
and constraint, even outright social determinism, and those constructionist theories
emphasizing the role of individual choice and the power of social movements in shaping
the experienced, phenomenal world. Much like Kant’s earlier “Copernican” revolution in
combining and unifying the insights of competing rationalist and empiricist philosophers,
Bourdieu overcomes the gap between subjectivist and objectivist theories by combining
them into a unified singular model for the dynamics of the social worlds we inhabit.
This theory of practice relies on a number of concepts borrowed and elaborated
from earlier social theorists. The most substantial of these are the notions of field,
habitus, and the various “species” of capital.
Fields
Fields are the social spaces we inhabit and move through. Analogously to the
physical world through which we move and with which we interact daily, the social
worlds (fields) we move through are full of obstacles and structures which can either help
or hinder our efforts to accomplish specific objectives. An employee working a phone at
a call-center cannot simply play a happy song from their smart phone when they feel sad
while working. There may be no physical obstacles to doing so, they may have their
phone, fully charged, stocked with all their favorite songs right in their pocket. All they
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would have to do is pull out the phone and press a couple of virtual buttons. However, in
the social field of a call-center this is not acceptable behavior for an employee. Even if
they played the music on headphones so as not to disturb their fellow employees, they
would still be doing something that distracted from their own performance of the job;
something that would likely get them reprimanded or even fired. Though there are no
physical limitations preventing listening to music from a cell-phone, but social
constraints, the rules of the particular social field in operation (what Bourdieu called
doxa) do impose constraints. They do not physically prevent someone from doing
something (unless they motivate other agents to physically intervene), but they impose
social norms and expectations, along with the accompanying fears of reprisal and
anticipations of reward.
Unlike the physical world, however, social fields are multiple, overlapping, and
often contradict one another if not directly conflict. They apply or do not apply depending
on context. The rules of the call-center do not apply when the same individual leaves
work and gets in their car. Now listening to music is just fine. But the rules may change
again when they get home, depending on who else lives there and what their music
preferences are. Shifting between social fields provides different opportunities and
constraints. When multiple fields overlap, become salient at the same time, their demands
may conflict with one another. When they do, they find themselves participating in
another, larger field, which Bourdieu simply and aptly terms the field of power. One of
the contesting fields may wield sufficient power to overwhelm the authority of a field
which lacks sufficient power to assert its own rules. These contests might be close; they
269

might be messy. Sometimes they involve social tensions, squabbles, arguments, fights,
rioting, violent abuse, murder, litigation, and war. The results of a second conflict
between the same fields may go differently however, as the balances of power can shift,
and the fields themselves are dynamic and subject to transformation and change.
Inasmuch as the properties selected to construct this space
are active properties, one can also describe it as a field of
forces, i.e., as a set of objective power relations that impose
themselves on all who enter the field and that are
irreducible to the intentions of the individual agents or even
to the direct interactions among the agents. (Bourdieu 1985,
724)
Habitus
Habitus is both a system of schemes of production of
practices and a system of perception and appreciation of
practices. […] Thus, through the habitus, we have a world
of common sense, a world that seems self-evident.
(Bourdieu 1989, 19)
“Habitus” is the Latin translation of hexis, the word used by Aristotle in the
Nichomachean Ethics to describe the way examples from surrounding society were
internalized in order to create a habituated ethical character. Aristotle emphasized that
moral and ethical behaviors were ingrained in the individual as habit. Bourdieu has
incorporated the term into his social model as the internalized map of the physical and
social worlds, a mental codebook built up, added to, and modified throughout a lifetime
that tells one when to do what, how to behave in particular circumstances, how to
respond to particular threats or offers, and the like.
The habitus is developed by means of experiences with the constraints and
opportunities of the physical world and with the contextual constraints and opportunities
presented by the particular social fields in which the individual finds themselves
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operating. Habituated responses to socially structured constraints therefore are both the
result of and constructive of the social field.
Differing fields have different norms and expectations. Different sorts of capital
carry more weight and are more useful in one field than they are in another. Therefore the
habitus developed within one field may be useless (or even counterproductive) when
participating within a different field. However, we all participate in multiple, overlapping,
and often mutually influencing fields. Sometimes we may decide that the norms of one
field (our church group or kindred, for example) should be more applicable to another
(perhaps the field of business). Similarly, we may decide that a technique we learned in
one field (boat racing) could be used to save time and energy in another field (sports
fishing). In either case, if we are able to successfully apply these “outsider” capitals in the
new field (business or fishing), which may involve convincing others of their value, then
the structure of those fields is changed in the process. Thus the habitus of those
participating in the field will change as well, through the interaction between fields and
the changing of relative weight of their norms and relevant capital.
… habitus produces practices and representations which are
available for classification, which are objectively
differentiated; however, they are immediately perceived as
such only by those agents who possess the code, the
classificatory schemes necessary to understand their social
meaning. Habitus thus implies a “sense of one’s place,” but
also a “sense of the place of others.” (Bourdieu 1989, 19)
Capital
Capital was at the center of Marx’s economic theory of social structure and power.
Weber, critical of Marx’s exclusive emphasis on economics, added social status as a
factor not defined simply by economic concerns. Bourdieu retains the word “capital” to
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describe the phenomenon of social goods, but differentiates a number of subcategories
that extend beyond the singular economic category of Marx or the economic/social model
of Weber. In addition to Economic Capital (the “currency” most familiar to economists
and businesspeople) the primary “species” of capital identified by Bourdieu are Cultural
Capital, Social Capitol, and Symbolic Capitol. “The kinds of capital, like the aces in a
game of cards, are powers that define the chances of profit in a given field (in fact, to
each field or sub-field there corresponds a particular kind of capital, which is current, as a
power stake, in that game)” (Bourdieu 1985, 724).
Social Capital
Social capital is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual,
that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of
possessing a durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and
recognition. (Bourdieu, in Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:
119)
Social capital refers to the relationships and networks which we can call upon to
accomplish goals. Being able to call a friend with a truck to help you move a piece of
furniture is an example of social capital; so is being friends with a politician or powerful
businessperson whom you can ask favors from. Finding someone to talk to about your
troubles when you are having a bad day requires the expenditure of accumulated social
capital. Gathering a group to go fishing together or successfully inviting people to a party
are more examples.
Cultural Capital
Cultural capital is accumulated by familiarity and expertise with the available
tools in Swidler’s cultural toolkit. Individuals are inculcated and habituated into the
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particular class, political, national, racial, and religious conditions among which they are
raised and educated. We learn to navigate the cultural fields by means of learning and
accumulating the tools of culture, which Bourdieu calls cultural capital. Appreciating
opera, for example, depends on having the cultural capital to do so, which places one in a
particular social class and cultural status. Likewise, knowing how to play the fiddle (as
opposed to the violin) provides one with cultural capital which is more easily
applied/spent in the field of folk music or bluegrass than it is in classical music or
orchestra. In fact, the fiddle and the violin are exactly the same instrument, but the names
and techniques involved imply (and provide) differing sorts of cultural capital.
Symbolic Capital
In fact, there are always, in any society, conflicts between
symbolic powers that aim at imposing the vision of
legitimate divisions, that is, at constructing groups.
Symbolic power, in this sense, is a power of “world
making.” (Bourdieu 1989, 22)
A sort of catch-all/umbrella term for various sorts of capital which are not comfortably
“social,” “cultural,” or “economic” but which non-the-less interact with the other species
of capital. “‘Symbolic Capital’ is to be understood as economic or political capital that is
disavowed, misrecognized and thereby recognized, hence legitimate, a ‘credit’ which,
under certain conditions, and always in the long run, guarantees ‘economic’ profits”
(Bourdieu 1993, 75). “To change the world, one has to change the ways of world-making,
that is, the vision of the world and the practical operations by which groups are produced
and reproduced […] The “form par excellence” of symbolic power is “the power to make
groups” (Bourdieu 1989, 23).
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In the symbolic struggle for the production of common
sense or, more precisely, for the monopoly over legitimate
naming, agents put into action the symbolic capital that
they have acquired in previous struggles […] the truth of
the social world is at stake in the struggles between agents
who are unequally equipped to reach an absolute, i.e. selffulfilling vision. The legal consecration of symbolic capital
confers upon a perspective an absolute, universal value,
thus snatching it from a relativity that is by definition
inherent in every point of view, as a view taken from a
particular point in social space. (Bourdieu, “Social Space
and Symbolic Power,” 21-2).
Symbolic Violence and Misrecognition
Akin to Gramsci’s conception of hegemony, Bourdieu points out that social
domination depends upon the consent of the dominated. Bourdieu refers to this as the
“misrecognition” by those caught up and categorized by the doxa of the field, who are
pre-disposed (constructed) to perceive the norms of their society as proper and
appropriate, as an unquestionable, natural given. Peter Berger, similarly, coined the term
“plausibility structures” to explain the conditioned/constructed frameworks which
provides us our assumed/expected patterns of reality, and which is in constant dialectical
negotiation with the realities of the social world (Berger 1967, 45, 192). Michele
Foucault uses the term episteme to describe much the same concept, the cognitive
apparatus by which we are able to make sense of our world by means of limiting the
possible interpretations, which “defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge”
(Foucault 1970, 168). Ann Swidler (1986) referred similarly to culture as a “tool kit,” a
“repertoire” of “habits, skills, and styles from which people construct ‘strategies of
action’” (Swidler 1986, 273).
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Bourdieu refers to these internalized cognitive structures as the individual’s
habitus, and the realities of the social world by which they are constructed, and with
which they negotiate as the “objective structures” of social fields.

“Objective relations of power tend to reproduce themselves in relations of symbolic
power” (Bourdieu 1989, 21).
Reproduction of Social Structures
Bourdieu was first known in the United States for his work on the field of
education. His 1970 Book with Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education,
Society and Culture, emphasized the role of education (not just formal school education)
in reproducing social structures of power by means of embedding cultural schemes,
norms and standards which will shape the social expectations and responsibilities of those
educated to be part of the objectively structured social system. Though this early work
earned him a reputation as a structural determinist before his later work on the dialectic
nature of the relationship between agency and structure became available in English, it
also emphasizes the profoundly shaping role our socialization, upbringing, and our
formal education have in creating the base character and ideology of who we become,
and the phenomenal ability of ideas and social structures to pass themselves almost
invisibly from generation to generation (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2000).
Norms
The class (or the people, the nation, or any other otherwise
exclusive social collective) exists if and when there exists
agents who can say that they are the class, by the mere fact
of speaking publicly, officially, in its place, and of being
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recognized as entitled to do so by the people who thereby
recognize themselves as members of the class, people, or
nation, or of any other social reality that a realist
constitution of the world can invent and impose. (Bourdieu,
1989, 24)
Bourdieu points out that the dynamic interrelation of field, capital, and habitus
produce “a world of common sense, a world that seems self-evident” (Bourdieu 1989,
19). The standards of culture and behavior indoctrinated, ingrained, and embodied within
our habitus by means of our experience of and interaction with the social fields we
inhabit produce our expected “norms,” the taken-for-granted “facts” of social
frameworks, and constraints we assume (for good reason) will shape our daily
interactions with the world. The contextual and overlapping nature of fields, however, as
well as their being subject to change, can lead to circumstances where the taken-forgranted “norms” either do not apply, or are disagreed upon; where groups and/or
individuals are struggling to change the expectations, to modify and reformulate what is
taken for granted as “given.”
Critiques of Bourdieu’s Approach
Like Ammerman (above) many criticize Bourdieu as excessively structuralist in
his theorizing of the social world. Interestingly, Swidler places him in the opposite camp:
The concept of practice or practices differs from older
conceptions of culture in two important ways. First, in
reaction against the Durkheimian tradition, it emphasizes
human agency. Pierre Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of
Practice (1977) conceives of culture not as a set of rules,
but as deeply internalized habits, styles, and skills (the
“habitus”) that allow human beings to continually produce
innovative actions that are nonetheless meaningful to others
around them. For Bourdieu, active human beings
continually recreate culture. They do not dutifully follow
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cultural rules, but energetically seek strategic advantage by
using culturally encoded skills. Because access to those
skills is differently distributed, people’s strategic efforts
reproduce the structure of inequality (even if the players of
the game are slightly rearranged). (Swidler 1995, 29).
Whereas Ammerman (like many others) sees Bourdieu overemphasizing the constraints
imposed upon social actors (essentially negating the ability of agents to change their own
conditions) Swidler understands Boudieu’s theories in the sense he intended them, as
pointing out structure for the purpose of promoting agency and overcoming domination.
Terry Rey, in his book Bourdieu on Religion: Imposing Faith and Legitimacy,
argues that Bourdieu can be excessively structuralist, especially when it comes to the
topic of religion. Most of Bourdieu’s work dealing directly with the topic of religion
emphasizes the top down imposition of religious institutions (especially “the Church”) on
the people, while prophets (who are necessarily heretical and opposed to “the Church”)
articulate opposed and antagonistic ideas (Rey 2007).
Bourdieu strongly emphasized the durability of doxa (the “rules” of particular
fields) and the ability of social norms and constraints to reproduce themselves from
generation to generation by means of their invisibility, their “naturalness” and taken-forgranted hegemony over the production and maintenance of “common-sense”
understandings of the nature of reality. Critics have objected to this focus in that they see
it as a denial of agency (by either individuals or groups), emphasizing the unchangeable,
irresistible nature of social structure, and its ability to shape and manipulate us against
our will.
Bourdieu himself (as well as major commentators on his work, such as Loïc
Wacquant) reject this determinist characterization, however, insisting his model allows
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for a realistic understanding of both the possibility and limitations of agency and choice
by the individual, as well as for the possibility of radical and profound social change.
However, Bourdieu wishes to emphasize the difficulty of such changes, and the massive
weight of social momentum that must be overcome by individuals and groups wishing to
create any kind of substantial or lasting social change.
Terry Rey and Bradford Verter both take Bourdieu to task for not seriously
applying his own models in regard to religion. All of Bourdieu’s work on religion is
focused exclusively on institutional elites and considers religion as an isolated field not
overlapping any others (Rey 2007; Verter 2003). Also, following Verter’s corrections to
Bourdieu’s treatment of religion, we should recognize that multiple religious fields are
also negotiably positioned in relation to or overlapping with one another (as well as with
other non-religious fields); and that not just the institutions and elites, but also the
common participants/members/congregants (Verter 2003).
Conclusion
The concept of projects of identification, developed from a combination of
Herder’s theory of the social construction of Völker, Wallace’s theory of Revitalization
Movements, and the theorizing of racial and ethnic projects by Omi and Winant, and
Brubaker, allows a critically historical look at the use of discourse, narratives, and
cultural/symbolic capital to create and contest identifications with a plethora of categories
(races, ethnicities, nationalities, political parties, religions, etc.). Social actors (all of us)
tell stories of who we (and others) are to navigate and negotiate our way through the
various social fields that make up our lives. We identify with, we identify against, we
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define others and ourselves. Through the stories we tell and the arguments we make, we
narratively locate ourselves within the framework of categories of identification, and we
challenge the relevance, content, and very existence of the categories themselves as we
do so. In the following chapter these tools and insights will be put to use, and applied to
approximately two years of Heathen discourses recorded on public Heathen blogs.
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Chapter 6: Heathen Blogs
In this chapter I will present the research methods and results for the qualitative
content analysis of Heathen blogs. I will begin with a discussion of qualitative research
paradigms. Next will be a more particular look at qualitative content analysis as a method
for data analysis. Following this I will present my own research methodology and the
practices which resulted in the thematic elements which are presented in the second part
of the chapter.
Qualitative Content Analysis
Content Analysis is a method for reducing complex messages to simpler themes.
Quantitative Content Analysis looks at word frequencies and uses statistical
manipulations to come to conclusions about the messages encoded in a particular text
(Hashemnezhad 2015, Zhang and Wildemuth 2009, Schrier 2014). Robert Philip Weber
(1990) defines content analysis simply as “a research method that uses a set of procedures
to make valid inferences from text” (Weber 1990, 9). He acknowledges that the strongest
analysis take advantage of both. “The best content-analytic studies use both qualitative
and quantitative operations on texts. Thus content analysis methods combine what are
usually thought to be antithetical modes of analysis” (Weber 1990, 10). Mayring (2014)
criticizes the dichotomizing of quantitative versus qualitative research methodologies and
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insists that mixed method approaches, utilizing the benefits of each approach, are a far
better solution (6).
Kim and Kuljis (2010) point out a number benefits and limitations of content
analysis. Benefits include the fact that the method is unobtrusive, unstructured, and
sensitive to context, and analyzes artifacts of communication rather than human subjects
directly. They argue that this produces data that is less likely to be biased than when data
in collected by researcher interaction with subjects (Kim and Kuljis 2010, 370). Possible
limitations of the method include that it is often seen as lacking a theoretical basis, and
therefore cannot directly answer research questions without the additional use of other
theories to support it (Kim and Kuljis 2010, 370). These basic limitations are easily
overcome by means of the theories presented in the previous chapter.
Blogs as Data Source
As the virtual worlds of the internet have taken a more, and more central role in
our social interactions and our perceptions of the social world(s) we inhabit, they also
have more and more of a role to play in the contests and negotiations of the “commonsense” knowledge of social reality. Blogs are one of numerous venues by which Heathens
communicate their ideas. Unlike other on-line formats where Heathens communicate
primarily with each other, however, public blogs (like those investigated here) are not just
for insiders; they also present an image, a narrative, to those outsiders who come looking
for information about Heathenry. In the internet age, a curious outsider who goes looking
for information about Heathenry is likely to stumble upon blogs written by Heathens
about Heathenry as an early entry point into understanding what Heathenry is all about.
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Scholars have pointed out a number of reasons both to study blogs, and to apply
content analysis as a method for doing so (Hookway 2008, Herring 2010, Kim and Kuljis
2010). Blogs are a representation, a complex image or role the author encodes into the
text and then presents to their audience. I am interested in the ways Heathens present
themselves and their projects to public audiences. How do they present themselves and
the projects they represent, or oppose?
Kim and Kuljis do point out one limitation of content analysis, which is
specifically related to the study of blogs or other web-based content: the ever-changing
nature of internet content. They suggest overcoming this by means of 1) rapid data
collection, and 2) downloading websites for future reference (Kim and Kuljis 2010, 370).
I followed both suggestions, and it was fortunate I did so, as one of the blogs I analyzed
disappeared from the internet while I was writing.
I did Google searches for “Heathen Blog,” “Asatru Blog,” and “Odinist Blog” and
narrowed down the results (using the following criteria) to eight blogs. One blog (The
Troth Blog) was included as a point of comparison, even though it did not show up in the
search, due to the Troth’s important role in the history of Heathenry.
I chose to focus on recent blogs in order to get a glimpse of the contemporary
thinking and attitudes rather than overly emphasizing and reinforcing my own necessarily
biased recollections of how things have been. Blogs that were not in English, not about
Heathenry, or with only a small handful of posts in the two-year period were excluded. I
tried to limit the blogs to those by U.S. Heathens.
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I have looked at posts from these blogs that were posted beginning with 2013 and
ending on May 25, 2015 (2 years and 5 months). The data set was collected by means of
NVivo™ sub-program NCapture™. The data was subjected to content analysis by means
of categories coded through a combination of close reading and NVivo™ word-searches.
My approach to qualitative content analysis is what Hsieh and Shannon identify
as “directed content analysis,” in that I started with theory based codings, then pursued
inductive immersion to look for themes (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). I began my analysis
of the blogs with some simple word frequency queries, using the results along with major
terms I wanted to look at (such as “folk” or “race”) to begin doing some general coding
using NVivo 10 qualitative analysis software. These search-based codings (which I
continued to do periodically as new search terms occurred to me) required close readings
to un-code sidebar material, header material, and other unwanted extraneous elements of
the pages that were captured by NVivo’s NCapture function (which were often quite
frequent). I also manually coded other categories and ideas as I read, particularly ideas
that could not be captured by word searches. I further broke down some categories
retrieved by word-search (such as “ancestor/s” and “our” and further analyzed them by
coding them into a number of sub-categories (“our ancestors” vs. “my ancestors” for
example). I read the selected blogs repeatedly, observing word usages and discussions of
group (religious/racial) identification. Through closer and closer analysis of the text, via
recursive analysis and observation, patterns began to emerge and slowly clarify. I
continued this process to the point of “saturation,” when the observations became
repetitive and re-affirming rather than adding new codes, categories, and insights.
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I removed from coding usages of the word “white” which do not have an explicit
racial significance. This includes references to Walburga as the “white lady,” Idunna as
“all-white,” “Gizurr the White,” etc. These references can be (and are) interpreted as
references to racial identity. However, the phenomenon of reading contemporary racial
categories into ancient texts will not be addressed here unless the connection is made by
the blog authors themselves. Such an analysis will have to wait for a later project.
References to the name of the “Asatru Folk Assembly” were likewise removed from the
coded data for “folk” because the frequency of its appearance would overwhelm other
uses of the word (especially in the headers, footers, and marginal links of the AFA pages).
I also removed references to such things as “folklore” or “folk music” from the “folk”
coding (though these are still discussed in my analysis) so that I could get a clearer sense
of usages of “folk” without the influence of other common words which look similar, but
may not be related to that usage. This also included references to the realm of the goddess
Freyja: Fólkvangr.
Five major themes emerged from the analysis of the blogs. First was more of an
absence than a presence. The evasion of history is notable among all the blogs; very few
mention it at all, and those that do misrepresent it. A second theme is the variety of
“Others” the differing Heathen authors identify themselves in contrast to. Including
Christians, Muslims, Pagans, the mass media, cultural Marxism, and Universalists the
preferred “Other” is generally related to the larger political/social project the blog’s
author pursues and the tensions that motivate them to pursue it. Third, is the pervasive
concept of a common, unified, ancestry among Heathens. One blog author pushes back
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somewhat against the concept, but even he continues to make references to “our
ancestors” and other such language that reinforces the concept. Fourth is the ambiguous
usages of variations on the word “folk.” From innocent references to local music styles to
blatant references to white racial identity, the word can do a lot of work by being so
vague and ambiguous. Finally, we return to the question of revitalization from Chapter
One. What exactly are these blog authors trying to revitalize? This theme will lead into
the following chapter, where Wallace’s revitalization model will be addressed more fully.
The Blogs
An Asatru Blog
“Ale Glad” (an acknowledged pseudonym) emphasizes a more particularly
Swedish national heritage and identity, and strongly focuses on family and cultural
identification. He uses the term “folk” frequently with the sense of “people” common to
Southern U.S. usage. He also occasionally slips in some Folkish / “neo-völkisch” usages
however. He uses “folk” a lot, in a lot of (often ambiguous) contexts. (136 times, at least
once in every single one of his posts).
He is perhaps more focused on the concept of family (and recent heritage) than
any of the other bloggers I am investigating here. Family and his family’s recent Swedish
nationality and traditions are center for Glad; they are what Heathenry is about. He
strongly emphasizes culture and actual family and kinship. He identifies strongly as part
of a particular Swedish family, with a cultural connection to their Swedish homeland.
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The Asatru Folk Assembly Blog
As discussed in previous chapters, Stephen A. McNallen is the frequently cited
founder of Ásatrú in the United States. His current organizational front is the Asatru Folk
Assembly (no diacritical marks on “Asatru” in his usage) and he maintained a blog in
association with the group since at least February 26, 2007 (the second post on the blog;
the first to be dated). For most of its existence the blog was called “Asatru Update,” but
the name was changed to The Asatru Folk Assembly Blog (AFA Blog) as of May 7, 2015.
Since the period of analysis McNallen has stepped back from active and direct leadership
of the AFA, turning that role over to other members. The new leadership has taken a very
different approach in their discourse, which is not addressed here. The blog was removed
from the AFA site by the new leadership. The blog is no longer active, or accessible.
On this blog, McNallen championed Folkish Asatru as an ethnic/racial religion for
the “Northfolk” of Europe. The blatant anti-Semitism of Odinia (below) is absent here.
There are no calls for racial extermination. The logic of race is front and center, however,
and though it is often cleverly cloaked in the language of indigeneity and colonization it
still reaches its logical conclusion, that one must fight off other races (violently if need
be) to have safe space for “our” own to truly thrive.
Kansas City Heathen
Written by Mark Stinson, a former Kansas City police sergeant, and leader of the
Jotuns Bane Kindred. Stinson came to fame in Midwest U.S. Heathnry as the host of the
Lightning Across the Plains gathering, which drew large numbers of Heathens to attend
for the handful of years it was put on. Stinson used the blog to promote and discuss the
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gathering, as well as to discuss related ideas of community formation and organization.
When the Lighting Across the Plain gathering died amidst contentious identity boundary
conflicts, the blog seems to have died as well. It has not been updated in some time. No
longer active, but still online.
The author of the Kansas City Heathen blog, Mark Stinson, has been a big force
over the last decade in the Heathen communities of the mid-western United States. He
has championed “localism” and “regional Heathenry” over “internet Heathenry” and
large, impersonal national organizations. He has faced a series of scandals, however, and
has not updated his blog for over a year now (since the last one). He may now be a
former force in mid-western Heathenry; or, like McNallen, he might someday return. His
final year of blog posts is essentially bookmarked between his two career ending
scandals.
The focus on local communities and face-to-face relationships has been one of
Stinson’s claims to fame. He has been known for his championing of a “localist”
perspective, downplaying or even condemning internet relationships and large national
organizations.
The Modern Heathen
This seems to be the most Pagan-leaning blog among those I am analyzing, but
the author, Scott Mohnkern, still strongly identifies as Heathen. He attends Pagan Pride
festivals, does rune readings and rune magic, teaches/taught at a Pagan seminary (“Scott
Mohnkern,” does interviews for Pagan websites (Buchanan), etc. He has a much stronger
emphasis on “magic” and spiritual mysticism than the other blogs (which is to be
287

expected if he is more “Pagan”). His posts are largely about using runes for divination,
analysis of the Nine Noble Virtues as an ethical system, or discussion of the value of
spirituality and ritual devotion. He posts pictures of his altars. He attends lots of Pagan
events, giving rune readings, selling merchandise, etc.
He heavily emphasizes the runes: rune poems, rune readings, etc. Nine of his
thirty-three blog posts have the word “rune” in their title. Seventeen posts (just slightly
over half) discuss the runes in some way: exploration of particular runes, rune poems,
talking about doing (divinatory) rune readings, etc.
The Norse Mythology Blog
Written by Dr. Karl Seigfried, this blog is unique among those investigated here,
in that it is intended for a much broader audience than simply Heathen or those interested
in Heathenry. This is also the most intellectual of the blogs looked at, frequently
including literary analysis of mythology and the cultural productions (such as opera)
based on them. He also demonstrates a great interest in Tolkein scholarship. He hosts art
contests and interviews musicians and authors, some of whom have something at least
tangentially to do with Heathenry. Still active and online.
The Norse Mythology Blog has the third largest number of posts after the AFA
Blog (by a lot) and An Asatru Blog (by one), but has the greatest volume of words (AFA
Blog= 185,308, Asatru Blog = 70,707, Norse Myth = 207, 595). It stands out from the
others, dramatically, as a site intended for public consumption and relevance; and the
author, Karl Seigfried, is clearly aiming to be relevant to a much larger, broader audience
than any of the other blogs discussed here. And he is doing quite well at it. I see his posts
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forwarded on Facebook by Christian, Pagan, and Atheist friends and family, as well as
academic colleagues. This would never happen with any of these other blogs, unless it
were directly over a discussion of my own research. The Norse Mythology Blog won the
“Best Religion or Spirituality Weblog” category of the weblog awards
(http://2015.bloggi.es) for three years running (2012, 2013, and 2014) and announces this
prominently on every page of his blog, along with a long resume of its author’s
accomplishments and activities. (The 2015 winner of the award was
www.biblegateway.com.) Seigfried’s posts are therefore very different in form and nature
from the other Heathen Blogs here. The posts on his blog are dominated by art contests,
interviewing musicians and authors (usually somehow, at least tangentially, related to
Heathenry), him being interviewed by sixth-graders, descriptions of fieldtrips he takes his
students on, as well as the more usual news, reactions, and opinions regarding Heathenry,
Norse Myth, and the world today. Perhaps most notably for a scholar/student of
Heathenry, he performed a “Heathen Census” of world Heathenry during the period of
analysis that sheds light on the global place of Heathens and Heathenry.
Approximately half of the posts on the blog are interviews in one sense or
another; either interviews he does of others, or interviews others do of him. Seventeen of
the sixty-four posts were focused on art contests he hosted. The prominent topics of his
posts and interviews include literary analysis of Norse Myth (as per the title of the bog),
musicians/music, comic books/movies, news and information about Heathenry, and rants
against mainstream media/journalists for disrespectful and dishonest coverage of
Heathenry. He also talks substantially about folk-metal music and fantasy literature.
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Discussion of movies (e.g., Thor/Avengers) is generally on topic to its relevance to
Heathenry and Heathens. Some of his interviews only related tangentially if at all. He
champions the “fair treatment” of Heathenry amongst other religions in U.S. society (and
beyond to at least Iceland.)
Odinist News
The “Odinia International” collection of webpages, blogs, internet “journals,” etc.
is a convoluted and difficult to navigate conglomeration of anti-Semitic and white
supremacist screed. The agenda (save the endangered “European” race from the evil,
inhuman Jewish monsters bent on destroying them) is obvious and un-subtle. The author
(Seana Fenner) calls herself “Odinia” and is apparently unconcerned with spinning her
racist project, preferring to put it out explicitly on the table. Her spin is more focused on
history and current events, altering them to present the white/European as the threatened
minority who is being persecuted and is in imminent danger of being utterly destroyed.
This is clearly and without a doubt the most explicitly white supremacist blog I
investigated. Despite claiming offense to being called a racist, Odinia (the author) shows
no hesitance to double down on any racist tirades. Her white supremacy is blatant and
clearly stated. She calls herself “Odinia” and also uses the word “Odinia”
interchangeably with her social project/goal of “the Nation of Odin.”
When selecting the blogs for this study, Odinia International came up on the
search. In retrospect, perhaps I could have included their main page in this analysis, but
upon initial investigation I understood the “Odinist News” tab to be the closest thing to
an accessible and bounded “Blog” on the confusing collection of interlinked pages. (And
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I’m still not convinced that it is not, though the convoluted nature of the network of
pages/blogs/journals leaves me not entirely certain.)
Odinia’s agenda and purpose, what she is fighting for, is perhaps most directly
laid out on the page entitled “What is the Nation of Odin?”
What is the Nation of Odin…or what I call Odinia? It is a
dream that is just beginning…one that I hope shall soon
take solid form and reality.
It is the idea that European people all over the world are a
united people regardless of nationality. Odinia is a nation
without borders composed of blood, rather than nationality.
It is recognition that loyalty to one’s tribe, race and people
should come first, before considerations of nationality.
Putting one’s own people first, and protecting one’s own
culture and family is natural and good, and a right that has
been afforded to all other races without any censure. We
also need to claim this right. In fact, it is essential to our
survival. We are now only 7-8 percent worldwide, and
rapidly facing extinction.
(Odinia International, “What is the Nation of Odin?”
https://odinia.org/what-is-the-nation-of-odin/, accessed 812-15)
Among other notable elements of this statement of purpose is the fact that she identifies
her project and herself by the same name: “Odinia.” This apparent neologism is perhaps a
reflection of the profound sense of identity (in the philosophical sense of ontological
sameness) she appears to feel between herself and her race/religion. Her project is one of
“European” peoplehood, an essentialist understanding of racial identity that prides
“blood,” “tribe,” and “race” over nationality (or any other identifications for that matter).
In the last paragraph of the quote she proposes the frequent white supremacist fear of the
extinction of the white race, and that “other races” are privileged more than “we” are.
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The Path of Odin
Steve McNallen (also author of the Asatru Folk Assembly Blog) briefly wrote this
second blog. A clear effort to re-brand/reframe himself, the project seems to have been
abandoned. It makes absolutely no mention of race, racism, ethnicity, folkishness, or even
the AFA. In fact, he makes no mention of Heathenry, Odinism, or Ásatrú at all. This blog
presents McNallen as a spiritual teacher on the (referentially titled) path of Odin. It might
be an experiment he has given up on. The blog has been inactive since November 19,
2014. This blog appears to be an aborted effort by McNallen to rebrand himself, to
present an image of himself as a kindly old spiritual teacher, rather than the macho Viking
warrior-priest he has traditionally presented himself as on the AFA Blog.

The Troth Blog
Traditionally understood as the organization representing the “Universalist”
branch of Heathenry in the United States, the Troth started this blog about the time I
started this research. Despite their reputation as the universalist/“liberal” branch of
Heathenry, for the last decade their organizational prerogatives seem to have been a focus
on lessening tensions between Universalist and Folkish Heathens. They have sought to be
a larger umbrella organization which welcomes and embraces people from all varieties of
Heathenry.
The Troth Blog is the only blog analyzed here that did not show up in the initial
Google search. I included it in this study because of the important role the Troth has
played in U.S. Heathen history and development. For decades, The Troth has been
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representative of the “Universalist” pole of Ásatrú ideology, on the opposite end of the
spectrum from McNallen’s Asatru Folk Assembly. The Troth Blog was started in 2013 as
an additional resource to the Troth’s website, which was then undergoing a redesign. The
organization may be less pertinent today because of their deliberate lessening of tension
with Folkish Heathenry, and the lessening salience of “Folkish” versus “Universalist” as
terms of identification among Heathens.
This is more academic than most other blogs, more intellectual (with the
exception of The Norse Mythology Blog). Posts are sometimes distinct essays in format,
very unlike the smaller, more conversational posts of many other bloggers. Rather than
being a singular, unified voice, the Troth blog comes from multiple people, multiple
voices, which are quite varied.
As an organization, the Troth refuses to take a clear stance on racial issues. All
responses or arguments are couched (very carefully) in terms of particular members’
views. Prefaced by “Opinion:” or “This is not the view of the Troth” sorts of disclaimers,
the subject is clearly a very contentious and thorny one that the organization is unwilling
to be pinned down in relation to.
Themes from the Blogs
Evasion/Denial of History
The blogs I have investigated for this dissertation demonstrate a poor
understanding of the history of Heathenry as I lay it out above in Chapter Four. Some
evade such history altogether while others modify or selectively report parts of it out of
context in order to reinforce their projects one way or another. All of the blogs I looked at
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either avoided discussing the topic of contemporary Heathenry at all, or presented a
version of its history which evades large parts of the history I presented above.
The blogs Odinist News, The Path of Odin, An Asatru Blog, Kansas City Heathen,
and the Troth Blog make no references to contemporary Heathen history and origins.
McNallen (on Path of Odin at least), Mark Stinson, Ale Glad, and the various Troth
authors simply do not raise or discuss the issue. Perhaps it was simply never relevant to
the topic of conversation. However, as we saw in previous chapters, the history of
contemporary Heathenry is a touchy subject; one that many people prefer to avoid.
Though Odinia does not address the topic directly, her religio-racial project gives
her an even stronger reason not to. Her project of racial identification (discussed below)
strongly implies that Heathenry/Odinism is ahistoric and identical with white racial
identity, which itself is ahistoric and timeless. Her only discussions of
modern/contemporary history are attempts to reframe WWII to make the Germans the
virtuous and heroic victims of the evil Jews. The fact that her religion (much less her
race!) has a history runs entirely counter to the narrative she spins.
McNallen’s AFA Blog restates and reinforces McNallen’s myth of contemporary
origins. He frames himself as one of the handful primary innovators (~prophets) of a new
religion in the 1970s, inspired by the gods without any contact with one another or any
previous living tradition to draw on. He entirely evades mention of the Odinist
Fellowship or any of the other Heathen organizations that pre-existed his Viking
Brotherhood. This version of Heathen history, as discussed in preceding chapters, was
largely picked up by other Heathens and scholars of Heathenry and Paganism as the
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legitimate origins of the movement, leaving only the followers of the older branch
(Odinism) to point out the much, much longer history of the movement.
The only blog among the eight I analyzed to even acknowledge this older history
is Scott Mohnkern’s Modern Heathen blog. Mohnkern once mentions that the
“revitalization” of Heathenry involved/necessitated escaping from the earlier racial
spiritualities. This may suggest to the reader that this issue (race in Heathenry) is an issue
of the past, something already taken care of. As such, it is an apparent evasion of the
subject, which is supported by the lack of mention of the topic anywhere else. It is very,
very notable, however, for being the only blog post analyzed that admits to the existence
of Heathenry before the 1970s revival, as well as the fact that these earlier movements
were race-based.
The 1970s brought about an era of the revitalization of the
religious beliefs of the Northern Europeans. The modern
religious practices of Asatru, Theodism, Norse paganism,
and many others strove to abandon the stereotypes of these
religious practices brought on by various groups of the
nineteenth century, and more recently Nazi Germany.
Abandoned were racist and sexist beliefs of these groups of
the past in favor of a religious structure where men and
women are judged by their deeds, not by their genetic
makeup. At the core of this revolution were many groups,
but in particular, the Odinic right.
In 1973 John Gibbs-Bailey and John Yeowell formed the
Committee for the Restoration of the Odinic Rite and in the
year prior to it, they encoded the Nine Noble Virtues. These
virtues were an attempt to codify the lessons learned from
the Poetic Edda, and in particular the Hávamál and
Sigrdrífumál.
While many people have gone on to criticize the nine noble
virtues as an oversimplification of what it means to follow
the path of the north, I believe they serve a purpose. For
those who are unfamiliar with the traditions, they serve as a
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good introduction on the basics of what it means to be “a
heathen.” Even for those who have been following the
traditions of the north for years, these nine simple words
can remind us, as our lives become busy, about the path we
intend to follow. Whenever I encounter a time where a
decision is to be made, I “run down” the virtues to guide
me in making this decision. (Modern Heathen, “Return to
an Old Book”)
He insists that it was a majorly important project to disassociate/distance Heathenry from
the racist and sexist beliefs of the Nazis and earlier nineteenth century “Heathen” beliefs.
He is the only one of the blog writers I am covering who so much as suggests that
contemporary Ásatrú might be a “revitalization” (he even uses the word) of nineteenth
century ideologies tainted by racism (and sexism). He makes no mention, however, of
any of the racial violence associated with contemporary Heathens, and mentions none of
the media incidents that other blogs weigh in on, suggesting to his readers, perhaps, that
these issues have been fully resolved.
This is the first source I have run across to claim the Odinic Rite was “at the core”
of these changes, which contrasts strongly with the way McNallen tells the tale. Is it
somehow related to his insistence on not being Ásatrú? Odinists are not Ásatrú after all.
However, “Northern Tradition” identification in England seems to generally be in
contrast to Odinist identification, so his valorizing of the Odinic Rite is a bit unexpected
and confusing.
This is also the only place in the various blogs I am investigating here that there is
any reference to the controversy over the Nine Noble Virtues. They were once the
ubiquitous go-to summary of Heathen ethical ideals. However, as their creation by the
Odinic Rite has become more and more known, many have shied away from them;
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arguing increasingly that they overemphasize macho, survivalist individualism rather
than the tribal, family based communities of pre-Christian societies in northern Europe
(Snook, 2015).
The Nine Noble Virtues:
Courage
Truth
Honor
Hospitality
Fidelity
Discipline
Industriousness
Self-Reliance
Perseverance
It is also worth noting that the first sentence in the above quote also articulates
“Northern Europeans” as a (at least historical) bounded identity. This is one of the very
few (perhaps only) places Mohnkern makes any reference to a “peoplehood” he might be
revitalizing. This may shed some light on the “Northern European Paganism” of the blogs
byline; or perhaps it is simply a linguistic accident of trying to describe Heathen origins.
On the Norse Mythology Blog, Karl Seigfried largely adheres to the myth of
contemporary origins, but with an interesting twist: he cuts McNallen out of it. His
“Ásatrú Definitions for Journalists” post claims that Heathenry/Ásatrú was begun in
Iceland in 1972.
Ásatrú
Pronounced “OW-sa-troo.” The modern iteration of preChristian Germanic religion; the Icelandic term for “Æsir
faith” refers to belief in the Old Norse gods.
Ásatrú has a 4,000-year history; its gods, symbols and
rituals have roots dating to approximately 2000 B.C. in
Northern Europe. From Bronze Age beginnings through the
Viking Age, local variants developed throughout
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continental Europe, the Nordic countries and the British
Isles. While large-scale practice ended with Christian
conversion, private worship is documented for several
subsequent centuries. Some beliefs and rituals survived into
the 20th century as elements of folk religion throughout the
Northern European diaspora (including North America).
The contemporary revival began in 1972, with the founding
of Iceland’s Ásatrúarfélagið (“Æsir Faith Fellowship”).
Since then, practice has spread worldwide through a
mixture of national organizations, regional gatherings, local
worship groups and lone practitioners. In Iceland, the
Ásatrúarfélagið is now the largest non-Christian religion.
(Norse Mythology Blog, “Ásatrú Definitions for
Journalists”)
This definition repeats the usual founding myth of origins in the early seventies, but
entirely ignores McNallen in favor of only mentioning the Ásatrú movement of Iceland.
The exclusion of McNallen from the story is clearly deliberate and purposeful. Seigfried
is clearly intent on downplaying (or perhaps undermining/resisting) McNallen’s current
significance for contemporary Heathens (especially U.S. Ásatrúar like himself). Like
many of the scholars who write academically about Heathenry, he prefers to avoid/evade
the issue rather than confronting it. No mention of McNallen. No mention of Mills. No
mention of Christensen. This supports his project of presenting the racialism of Folkish
and Odinist Heathens as an aberration from the legitimate core of the movement.
Unfortunately, it is historically misleading.
Others and Outgroups: The Tensions That Motivate
Revitalization movements are, according to Wallace, motivated by unresolved
stresses, breakdowns of the cultural mazeways that prevent them from successfully
easing the lives of those participating in them. What sorts of stresses do the blog authors I
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analyzed seem to be undergoing that would motivate any projects of revitalization that
they may be pursuing?
The stress for Odinia is clear and unambiguous: she sees the white race being
undermined and destroyed by global Jewish conspiracy. This motivates her to offer a
contrasting mazeway to that of mainstream U.S. society. McNallen and Stinson articulate
Christianity as the source of stress and the destroyer of their ancestral mazeway: the
indigenous, ancestral way of the Folk. Like Odinia’s Jewish conspiracy, the Christian
Other for McNallen and Stinson forces sameness and lack of distinct identity upon those
who would rather be getting back in touch with the “natural” traditions and ways of their
“people.”
Ale Glad articulates stresses both with the universalizing tendencies of
Christianity and the groupism (a la Brubaker) demonstrated by some Heathens. He
emphasizes the particularity and local locatedness of “kinship” identification (similar in
some ways to Stinson’s localist project), and objects to the universal kinship proposed by
Christianity, lamenting the adoption of the idea by some Heathens who claim all other
Heathens as their kin. This may be an objection to some of the whiteness = the Folk
ideology prevalent in some segments of Heathenry, but Glad’s promotion of “folk
religion” vs. “universalist religion” and his very frequent use of the word “folk” (even,
rarely, “our folk”) along with appeals to “our ancestors,” do provide ample opportunity
for Folkish readings. Glad’s discourse is either tacking back and forth heavily (perhaps
listing is a better metaphor) or is simply confused in its presentation.

299

John T. Mainer’s expressions of stress, on the Troth Blog, are in many regards
similar to Glad’s. He laments the demands made for “diversity” and objects to the
pressures to focus on racial, gender, and sexuality differences rather than the
individualistic differences between each and every person he knows. Focusing heavily on
the local context and on personal relationships in explicit contrast to any sort of
“structural” concepts, he nonetheless leans heavily on Folkish language and is the only
poster on the Troth Blog to invoke the concept of “the Folkway.” Other posters, such as
Hrafnskald, pursue similarly individualistic projects, lamenting the stress caused by
concerns about race and racism but without using particularly Folkish terminology.
Others, such as Gari Farmer and Lisa Morgenstern, in contrast, find stress in the current
racial hierarchy and social structures, explicitly calling out (systematic) racism.
Morgenstern, however, also makes one of the two appeals to “our Folk” on the site (the
other being made by Mainer), and uses it in a way that strongly suggests racial
categorization. The Urglauwe Poster has a particular local cultural identification
(Pennsylvania Deitch) which they see as threatened and in need of reinforcement/saving
from the cultural mainstream of U.S. culture.
The Norse Mythology Blog, again, stands out from the rest of the projects being
discussed. Seigfried’s concerns are not about any threatened racial or ethnic
identification, or the forcing of some politically correct emphasis on diversity. Instead he
is primarily concerned with combating the disrespect and belittlement of Heathenry as a
legitimate religious movement by mainstream religions and mainstream media.
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An Asatru Blog
Ale Glad, the author of An Asatru Blog, mentions “Jews” or “Judaism” five times
in the analyzed period. All mentions are positive. In a post regarding the Kansas City
shootings, he suggests opening dialogue with Jewish groups (not something a folkish
Heathen is likely to suggest).
Pagan is referenced twenty-two times. Some are pushback/differentiation from;
more often, however, pagans are identified with or presented as allies.
[Don’t] Let fantasies run wild: Nothing destroys credibility
and makes people think you’re a joke like trying to
establish credibility by talking about how powerful your
magic is, how you are related to a famous Viking warrior,
you are descended from elves, or other just bizarre things.
This kind of behavior is common in Neo-Pagan groups but
it just makes people think you’re a fool or an idiot in
Heathen circles. (An Ásatrú Blog, “Advice for folks new to
Ásatrú”)
Glad interfaces (at least some) with Pagans. He writes about attending, for example,
“Atlanta Pagan Pride 2013.”
The most frequently mentioned “other,” against whom Glad strongly identifies
himself and his variety of Heathenry, is Christianity. Christianity is referenced forty
times, almost always in as a contrasting/contradictory perspective or identity. A clear
example of this is the chart he presents differentiating Heathenry and Christianity as
types of “Folk Religion” and “Universalist Religion” respectively.
Here, Glad contrasts “Folk Religion” with “Universalist Religion,” which directly
mirrors the Folkish/Universalist split. However, if Ale Glad is a Folkish Heathen then he
is not quite the same kind of Folkish Heathen as McNallen or Stinson. He emphasizes
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“culture” and cultural particularity (beyond simply “Germanic,” “white,” or everybody
being “Norse”). He insists that you do not get to be kin with him just for being Heathen.
Heathenry / Folk Religion

Christianity / Universalist Religion

Limited to one’s own folk group
(tribe/culture group)

Targeted to all people in the world

No active “mission”

There is a mission to save souls or
accomplish something similar

Life-based (e.g. the proper way to live
in the here and now)

What happens after you die is most
important

Peace (frith) with the world is the main
objective (includes the “spirit world”)

Freedom from the trappings of the
physical world is the main objective

Centralized around cult practices (what
you do; right action)

Centralized around belief (what you
believe; right belief)

Non-dogmatic (proper practice and
understanding changes from region to
region)

Dogmatic (there is one correct way
to believe in order to achieve your
ultimate goal)

You learn via your community’s
traditions/personal experience

You learn via teaching and
instruction from others higher up in
the tradition

Polytheistic

Monotheistic

Male and female cult leadership

Male cult leadership

Less concentration on sacral buildings

High concentration on sacral
buildings

One’s personal honor in the
community determine one’s morality

Freedom from sin and redemption is
determined by one’s morality

Centers on the good of the collective

Centers on the belief of the
individual

Table 6.1. From An Ásatrú Blog, “Characteristics of Heathen Religion”; cited as modified
from a class document from Professor Terry Gunnel’s Old Norse Religion course at the
University of Iceland in Reykjavik.
Glad emphasizes that Heathenry is a “Folk Religion” in contrast to the
Universalism of Christianity. Perhaps he does not understand the usage of “Folk” by
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people like McNallen, though it is hard to believe he was unaware of the politicized
nature of the words “folk” and “universalist” in Heathen discourses. He cannot be
unaware of the tradition of a “Folkish” vs “Universalist” divide in Heathenry. Despite his
strong emphasis on culture rather than biology and his insistence on plural, particular
cultural locations and identities, he continues to identify, albeit hesitantly, and in
ambiguous ways, with the “Folkish” imagery and concepts.
Whatever his Folkish-Universalist orientation, however, he distinctly and clearly
forms one boundary of his Heathen identification against the Other of Christianity.
I’m going to warn you right now, this is a pet peeve post.
Generally, I try to avoid writing these but this has been
something that I’ve been meaning to address for some time
now. There is a common behavior that gets on my nerves in
a way that few things do, someone calling me “brother”
just because we share a similar faith. The very idea that we
are all “brothers and sisters in Heathenry” is so patently
absurd that I find it completely strange that it even needs to
be mentioned. First off, the idea of a “siblinghood of faith”
isn’t a Heathen idea. It is an imported idea that people
newly baptized into the faith of the White Christ are
somehow “reborn” into a new “family” that trumps clan
ties. Second, it completely disrespects the importance of
kinship by establishing a false kinship that has no meaning
or worth and assumes a degree of familiarity that simply
isn’t warranted. (An Asatru Blog, “Don’t Call Me Brother”)
“White Christ” is often used as a term of derision and opposition (often in contrasting
opposition to “Red Thor”). He is (here as elsewhere) deriding their practices of religious
universal kinship as inappropriate for Heathens. Much more subtle than the blatant
opposition of Odinia, and similar to, yet different from McNallen’s approach.
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The Asatru Folk Assembly Blog
For Steve McNallen, on the Asatru Folk Assembly Blog, “Universalism” is the
most frequent villain, often in the particular guises of Christianity, Islam, and Marxism.
He is critical of “Abrahamic” religions on occasion, but only ever mentions Jews or
Judaism once, to announce that schools in Cornwall were being instructed that “pagan
beliefs should be taught alongside Christianity, Islam and Judaism” (AFA Blog,
“Paganism to be Included in Cornish Curriculum,” 8-20-2014). McNallen appears to be
far more conscious of and careful with his discourse on race.
The AFA Blog takes a more uplifting and cheerful stance than does the Odinist
News. Where Odinia cries persecution and racism against whites, McNallen preaches an
identity full of value, purpose, and opportunity. However, he sees and reacts to the same
embattled sense of subjugated white/European peoplehood she does.
Islam
The AFA Blog mentions and discusses Islam far more frequently than any of the
other blogs I am looking at (10 times, versus no more than 3, at most, anywhere else). It
is mentioned far less, however, than a number of categories McNallen is more
immediately concerned with: Christians (52 mentions), Pagans (21 mentions), Native
Americans or African Americans (both mentioned 19 times). As made clear in the
following quote, Islam is a vilified force to be fought according to McNallen, but it is
hardly his primary concern. It is worth noting, however, that Muslims are mentioned
more frequently than either Jews or Marxism (only once each).
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In discussing his day of remembrance for a martyr to Christian missionaries he
suggests that one is more likely to be martyred by Islamic militants these days.
We must never forget that brave men and women died to
keep our religion and our ancestral culture alive. Few of us
will have to face martyrdom for Asatru – unless we are
captured by Islamic militants in the Middle East...or in the
Paris suburbs, or in one of the many Islamic “no-go” zones
in England, or even in Scandinavia! (Asatru Folk Assembly
Blog, “Day of Remembrance for Raud the Strong”)
The increasing mentions of Islam on his site surely reflect the growing U.S. anxieties and
discomforts about Islam and Muslims.
Friday, January 23, 2015 “Asatru - Defending Europe from
Islamic Invasion”
Historically, Christianity has gotten all the credit for the
defense of Europe against Islamic invasions. Fair enough;
Christian warriors fought the decisive battles against Islam
on European soil that saved the West – notably Tours in
732 CE and Vienna in 1683 CE. Followers of Germanic
religion might have made a bigger contribution, but we had
been driven to the fringe of Europe long before Muslim
armies arrived on our doorstep.
However, men sworn to Asatru were fighting Muslims in
the Middle East at an early date. These were members of
the Varangian Guard, the elite troop in service to the
Byzantine emperor. […] Perhaps the defense of our
ancestral lands lies not in a revival of militant Christianity,
but a resurgence of that which is truly European – our
native religions including, among others, Asatru. (Asatru
Folk Assembly Blog, “Defending Europe from Islamic
Invasion”)
The very existence of the Varangian Guard (the bodyguards of the Emperor of
Constantinople, drawn from Christianized Germanic peoples, often Scandinavians) was
part of the process of the destruction of pre-Christian forms of Heathenry, one of the
forces that drove nails in the Elder Heathen coffin so to speak. McNallen’s invocation of
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them, and the Christian missionary king who briefly led them, is beyond ironic. His
ability to spin a convert to Christianity and his Christian pilgrimage to Constantinople
into an ideal of Heathenry is impressive.
The agenda here is clearly to present Heathens as good allies to other far-right,
racialist perspectives and movements. Tapping into the anti-Islam sentiment pervasive in
right-leaning U.S. culture, McNallen argues that Heathens are historically great antiMuslim fighters, defending “Europe” from the hostile threat of Islam. Despite the
complete and absolute lack of any valid historical support for this claim, McNallen
simply goes ahead and invents one, turning a convert champion of Christianity into a
champion of racial European (and thus folkishly “Heathen”) existence, alongside the
Christian imperial powers he usually condemns as the greatest enemies of Heathenry.
Islam has been the traditional enemy of Christianity since at least the time of the
Crusades. The two dominant missionary, imperialist, monotheist sibling religions have
battled one another for generation upon generation to try to enforce upon the other their
ideal of a godly world order. To place Heathenry on one side of this fight is to absolutely
contradict the condemnation of “Universalism” and imperialism that McNallen is so
vehement about elsewhere. There is no evidence that I am aware of to indicate that the
Elder Heathen objected any more to Islam than to Christianity.
Christianity
McNallen also continues, as he has since the beginning, to differentiate himself
and his Asatru from Christianity.
Europe has been nominally Christian for about one to two
percent of the time humans have lived on that continent.
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There is NOTHING to indicate the Christian religion is
anything more than a passing fad, a temporary blip in our
long existence as a people. (AFA Blog, “The Truth About
‘Christian Europe,’” 6-23-2014)
This is the full text of a post that serves only to thumb his nose at Christianity, and the
common presumption by Christians that there is either the proper/natural order, or the
result of social evolutionary processes. McNallen (like many Heathens) sees Christianity
in a much more problematic light.
When our ancestral religion held sway across Europe,
fledgling republics protected the rights of their citizens.
After the Church destroyed the people’s religion and
dismantled the ancient system of checks and balances,
royal power grew and human freedom receded. Medieval
Christian Europe was a locked-down totalitarian system as
absolute as the Soviet Union. The rights we now associate
with Western democracies were painfully regained through
the centuries, first with the Magna Charta, then with the
American Declaration of Independence and its sister
document, the United States Constitution.
In a sentence, freedom is a birthright from our polytheistic
ancestors in Europe, not something we imported from
monotheists in the Middle East.
Universalism
The real enemy is “Universalism.” Christaintiy, Islam, (as well as (Cultural)
Marxism and Buddhism!) are simply examples.
The logical result of universalism is its secular expression,
which sees no important distinction between human
communities and seeks to blend us into one seamless,
adjusted, corporatized, and endlessly happy human
community. No more lions and lambs, no more want, or
striving, or competition, or ambition...or heroism, or
greatness. Freedom? Sure – free to produce, consume, and
obey!

307

The rumblings against this tepid ideal are heard
everywhere, among men and women of every nation and
every race. Amazonian Indians revolting against “liberal
neocolonialism”...the American Indian Movement...radical
Hindus...stubborn followers of Shinto...sons and daughters
of Africa, seeking out Ifa and the Yoruba ways. And yes,
my own brothers and sisters, men and women of Europe as
well! The Celt remembers his Six Nations and Boudicca’s
bravery, the Slavs recall Perun and his kin, and we of
Asatru hail our mighty Aesir, the Vanir, and our holy
ancestors! Europa, arise!
I hail all these folk groups, and praise their awakening!
Deep inside we are folkish, not by persuasion but by nature,
humans wired to recognize and love kin. The past was
folkish, and a folkish future – with true diversity and
genuine multiculturalism, not their politically correct
parodies! – awaits us!
These four short paragraphs present a succinct summary of McNallen’s project to
revitalize an “indigenous” European peoplehood. This is the post-colonial indigenousrights activist up in discursive arms against the tyranny of systematic oppression! It is
clearly tremendously joyful for him when he can cite other ethnic groups as his allies in
the fight (such as in blog posts like “Folkish African Americans,” “Folkish African
American Religions,” and “A Folkish Native American Speaks!”) But “humans wired to
recognize and love kin” still lets slip (even if the term “folkish” does not) that under all
the pluralist and postcolonial references, he is still talking about racial chauvinism. His
fear/stress appears to be the lumping together of distinct, essential peoplehoods (folks)
into a common, singular humanity under a universalist “liberal neocolonialism.”
His first sentence starts with a strong anti-universalist assertion then tacks hard
into anti-globalization language. The second paragraph then cuts hard into the subject of
race and nation by referring to indigenous identities of various sorts and linking his own
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project with them. The severe tacking back and forth between logics and ideas welds bits
and pieces of these diverse approaches into a singular project, which culminates in his
emotional appeal of “Europa, arise!” The third paragraph seeks to link these indigenous
projects of identification directly with the term “folkish.” And if there was any doubt
about his purpose, his agenda, “humans wired to recognize and love kin,” almost comes
out and says it. The final tacking maneuver of this post is the phrase set off in dashes in
the final sentence, which suggests that only a preference for one’s own kind can really
qualify as “multiculturalism.”
The Modern Heathen
Despite his pronounced overlap with Paganism, Mohnkern differentiates himself
from other “pagans,” as a “heathen”:
As heathens, one of our common goals is to make a
difference in the world we live in. We, as heathens, have a
desire to not just live, but to have an impact on our
environment, and those around us. In pagan communities,
heathens are often described as individuals of actions, and
this action is directly born out of courage. (Modern
Heathen, “Return to an Old Book”)
Clearly, Mohnkern understands himself as a “heathen” in contrast/relation to a “pagan”
community. In another post, Mohnkern addresses the issue of his identification with the
field of Heathenry directly:
I happened to encounter a good friend who was pagan, and
we got onto a discussions of the terms Heathen, Asatru, etc.
I’d told this friend that I distinguished the two terms by the
level of strict practice they engaged in. If I defined myself
as Asatru (I don’t by the way), I fit within a religious
category where my beliefs were very specific, and my
religious liturgy was also very traditional and specific. If I
labeled myself Heathen, I have a common set of beliefs that
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are the same as an Asatrurar, but I also have some beliefs
that they would consider inconsistent. Interestingly, another
good friend of mine, who does identify as being Asatrurar
disagreed, and said the two words were the same, and said
it came down to a question of how Orthodox or non
Orthodox your views are. (Modern Heathen, “Pagans,
Heathens, and Asatru oh my!”)
He calls himself “Heathen” (or sometimes “heathen”) with the understanding that he is
NOT “Ásatrú.” It is worth noting here that Mohnkern is listed alongside the controversial
figures Raven Kaldera and Galina Krasskova in billing for the Nine Worlds Festival (The
Modern Heathen, Nine Worlds Festival). Raven Kaldera has long denied being “Heathen”
or “Asatru” altogether, in favor of identifying as “Northern Tradition” (Kaldera
“Welcome”). Krasskova, like Mohnkern identifies as a “Heathen,” but refers to her
practice as “Northern Tradition” rather than “Asatru” (Krasskova, 2005). The slogan of
The Modern Heathen blog, “for Northern European Pagans of all bents,” likewise
emphasizes “Northern” “Paganism” (as well as potentially referring to “Northern
European” peoplehood).
The Norse Mythology Blog
Karl Seigfried, of the Norse Mythology Blog, presents himself, proudly, as one
who fights for social justice. He presents Thor (at least) as a divine role model /
champion for this cause. Other than one three-part essay on gender in the Nibelungenlied,
however, the only social justice he actually pursues is one of criticizing journalists whose
representation of Heathenry he does not think are respectful enough. The real, profound
social issue (racial nationalism) that has plagued Heathenry for at least four decades, and
defined it for over a century is barely so much as mentioned. He will occasionally push
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someone he is interviewing to touch on the subject, but when they dodge the issue, he
never presses. His own writings, likewise, generally stick to the much safer areas of art
criticism, and objection to “mainstream” media. He evades the issue of race other than to
make occasional references to being opposed to racism (which McNallen, for just one
example, does as well). Despite his great pride in being seen as a social justice warrior, he
never actually faces the monstrous giant in the corner of the Heathen living room. If
anything, he dismisses it as insignificant, a past problem that is now largely resolved
except for a few nutcases lingering in the wings.
Though Seigfried does not participate in the discourse of persecuted peoplehood
prevalent on many of the other blogs, he does engage heavily in a discourse of persecuted
minority religion. Any postcolonial approaches he takes are in the context of this
religious persecution, primarily by “mainstream” media outlets and journalists.
The media frenzy continues. A few weeks ago, no
mainstream journalist in the English-speaking world could
be bothered to write a sentence about Ásatrú (“Æsir Faith,”
the modern iteration of Old Norse religion). I know this to
be true, since I’ve been pestering religion journalists and
their editors about their lack of coverage of minority faiths
for several years.
Now, news that Iceland’s Ásatrúarfélagið (“Æsir Faith
Fellowship”) is building a large hof (Heathen temple) in
Iceland has gone viral. The story is being covered by the
journalists who refused to cover news of the addition of
Thor’s hammer to the official list of “available emblems of
belief for placement on government headstones and
markers” by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs or the
recognition of Ásatrú by the Air Force and Army. Once one
mainstream news outlet covered the news from Iceland, the
rest ran after the story like a pack of lemmings. (Norse
Mythology Blog, “Asatru in Iceland & America”)
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His two biggest complaints about journalistic accounts of Heathenry and Heathens are
that journalists frequently have insufficient respect for their subject to take it seriously,
and that therefore they do shoddy, superficial research.
Journalists who cover the religion beat seem particularly
perplexed when confronted with any belief systems outside
the Abrahamic mainstream. (Norse Mythology Blog,
“Letters from the Elf Church”)
Here he identifies the “mainstream” of journalism as “Abrahamic” (referring to the
worldviews and mythologies underlying Jewish, Christian, Muslim and other related
religions). By championing a minority and politically suspect religious community
against a dominant culture’s combination of hostility and bemused disregard, he can
present himself as a champion for the abused and downtrodden, as a champion of social
justice. Other than his critiques of media outlets not taking Heathenry seriously, however,
he very seldom confronts any real social justice issues, much preferring to discuss art,
literature, and music.
Odinist News
The bizarre spinning of history Odinia presents makes it seem as if the peaceful,
non-threatening Germans were the victims of attempted extermination by the Jewish
masterminds of World War II. The diatribes she lays against Jews are intense and dehumanizing.
It is no accident that these perverse doctrines, which the
trolls who created never follow themselves, involve cultural
Marxism, forced “equalizing”, which always involves the
killing of exceptional Europeans, hatred of reason and
truth, and self destruction and destruction of one’s tribe. All
of these mind poisons were created and promoted for
Jewish dominance. They are working towards the genocide
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of unmixed Europeans whom they consider their only
competition. The trolls do not care if it takes generations to
exterminate us. They are in it to win. We do not have
generations to fight them. We must resist now. (Odinist
News, “Bloody Valentine of the Jews”)
Not only does she use “Jewish” as synonymous with “troll” (an inhuman and generally
hostile creature from Scandinavian folklore), but links both with a laundry list of clearly
diabolical and universally destructive agendas (along with “cultural Marxism,” which is
only clearly diabolical to some). In the last four sentences of the quoted paragraph, from
“The trolls do not care if it takes generations…” on, has a clearly implied sub-text: It is
either us or them.
She encourages her readers to spread the word to other white folks,
euphemistically yet very clearly. “Please take the time to spread knowledge about this to
any human beings still capable of caring about our folk. These are our people, our tribes,
our race” (Odinist News, “Bloody Valentine of the Jews”). The phrase “our folk” clearly
equals “race,” just as it came to in its German usage.
Unique among the blogs I am investigating in this chapter, the Odinist News is
open and explicit in its white supremacy (though they still quibble a bit with the term).
Odinia has no hesitance (unlike McNallen, below) about claiming “supremacy”:
The superiority of European culture and achievements is in
fact, the underlying reason for all this hatred and for the
wish to degrade and genocide us, not because we are
“white supremacists” but because we are superior, and our
very existence makes those who have never achieved
anything but fraud and destruction pale by comparison.
(Odinist News, “Speechless…”)
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For Odinia, they “[Jews] wish to degrade and genocide us” because they are jealous of
“our” blatant and obvious superiority. She insists repeatedly that the people of Europe are
being exterminated deliberately, and that white people are on the verge of extinction.
She also says:
We are concerned about our fellow European ancestry folk
who, due to not having the facts they need to make a good
decision, may be manipulated into adhering to this
destructive alien agenda. If it were to succeed, those
victimized by this program would become completely
without ethnic and tribal identity, totally enslaved to a
foreign people and religion, not their own.
The ultimate aim of this push is to make all non Jews into
race-less goyim (human cattle) or Noahides, which are, in
essence, Jewish controlled zombies. (Odinist News,
“Cosmic Ostara Video”)
“European ancestry folk” is a grammatically awkward term that she uses
somewhat frequently. Certainly a euphemism for “white people,” the term is an awkward
replacement.
Her paranoia of racial extinction frames white “peoplehood”/“folk” in terms of
either/or distinctions that can bear no compromise or variation. Interestingly, she seems to
almost concede the idea of the social construction of race, in that she can imagine white
people being de-raced and therefore made into subjected, agentless “zombies.” She seems
to suggest that it is possible for education and socialization (culture) to overpower
biology, but that to do so is to demean and lessen “our” nature. In this passage, along with
many, many others, she uses “folk” as synonymous with “race,” “tribe,” “people,” etc.
As a proponent of an essentialized, unified racial/religious identity, Odinia finds
that critical and academic discourses on “race” make no sense to her. She sees them as
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simply self-interested manipulation by her racial enemies, who are clearly just out to
destroy her.
The truth is not “hate”, it is simply the truth. The truth is
being represented as “hate” by those who wish to cover up
real crimes in order to protect the personal interests of a
tribe of truly racist and genocidal criminals, interests which
are certainly not the same as the interests of European
peoples, to put it mildly. (Odinist News, “Cookie
Censorship!”)
Note that even an acknowledged and otherwise unapologetic racial supremacist can still
deny being “racist” (or at least object to being called such).

Figure 6.1. Image from: http://freyjahof.blogspot.com/, another Odinia project.
The above image, taken from another of Odinia’s blogs, presents an embodied
“Europa” as a blond-haired, white, Wagnerian valkyrie (self-identified as “Odinia”)
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violently expelling an anthropomorphized pig in a turban from Europe. A Quran flies
along with the non-human creature back to the Muslim lands where it belongs (clearly
identified by the Crescent Moon and Star symbol in the lower right corner of the image.
Explicitly anti-Semitic (and clearly racializing Muslims into this category, despite the
multi-ethnic reality of Islam), this image also directly associates “European” and “white”
as synonymous categories, which is a common usage in much more of Heathen discourse
(and mainstream discourse for that matter) than just the extreme case of Odinia.
The cultural stresses to which Odinia is responding with her blog and her take on
the Nation of Odin social project is the fact that Jews are accepted as legitimate humans
by many white people. Their ability (and political efforts) to be “mistaken” for one of
“us” (or at least equally with) makes them dangerous infiltrators, who are capable of
confusing and misleading good European white people into working against their own
survival.
It is, of course, not just the anti-European racism alone that
is the problem, but the tendency of white people themselves
to go along with it as they have been so relentlessly trained
to do by both the cultural Marxist education system and by
cultural Marxist religion, which is to say, Christianity.
(Odinist News, “Cookie Censorship”)
Her conflation of Marxism and Christianity (like her conflation of Judaism and
Christianity above) would probably deeply offend many staunchly capitalist American
Christians. The implication that Christianity is the source of modern globalism and the
destruction of unique world cultures (or races) hints at and leans toward the sorts of
postcolonial arguments that McNallen (below) makes such widespread use of. Odinia,
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while hinting at postcolonialism and (loudly and repeatedly) claiming a persecuted status
does not directly depend on postcolonial terminology or concepts to convey her project.
No particular “Other” emerged on either the Troth Blog, the Path of Odin blog, or
the Kansas City Heathen blog. The Path of Odin was probably intended as low tension, a
change in pace for McNallen. The Troth, as discussed above, has also made efforts to
reduce tension with its one-time primary outgroup: folkish Heathens. As discussed under
the next theme, Mark Stinson’s identity projects on the Kansas City Heathen blog are
rather subtle and euphemistic… and do not really provide for a good out-group (unless
his out-group is online Heathens).
“Our” Imagined Ancestors
The use of words like “us,” “our,” and “we” can provide a lot of insight into a
writer’s identification projects. Who do they see themselves as having a shared identity
with? I have focused on looking at the ways authors used the word “our,” a possessive
adjective that suggests collective ownership or possession of something. Some of the
blog authors use such collective words heavily, clearly drawing on (or trying to create) a
sense of collective, shared identification with some set of people they expect to be
reading their blog. Whether this set of people is 1) other Heathens, 2) white people, 3) or
some other category or group, is sometimes hard to tell; but the ways the words are used,
and in what context, can provide us with clues as to their intended meaning.
Odinia uses “our” very, very frequently. The most common combination is “our
own” (14 times), combined with: “ancestral religion,” “countries,” “culture,” “identity,”
“native [European (once)] religion” (twice), “Nordic creation epic,” “people” (3 times),
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“race,” “religion,” “strength,” “tribe,” and “website.” The next most common usages
were “our ancestors” (12 times), “our people” (11 times), “our folk” (10 times), “our
race” (6 times), “our gods” (6 times) “our tribe” and “our religion” (5 times each). These
uses are not so hard to pin down. They suggest, strongly, that there is a common, shared
biological relationship between the people invoked. In the context of her project it is very
clear that the “we” invoked by the possessive form “our” is white/European people.
On the AFA Blog, McNallen also uses “our” very extensively, but his emphasis is
clear: Most common is “our Ancestors” (49 times), emphasizing a common biological
identity as a common people with a common descent. Second most common, again, is
“our own” (36 times), combined with a great variety of terms. The only one occurring
more than once (twice) being “ancestral”: “our own ancestral beliefs” and “our own
ancestral traditions.” “Our Folk” (with Folk always capitalized as a proper noun) occurs
22 times). Much further down the list, “our people” occurs 12 times, still one more than
“our gods” at 11 occurrences. He is clearly concerned to identify strongly with a shared
ancestry of a common, unified “Folk.” He calls them, “Europeans.” He calls them
“Northfolk” or “the Northern Folk.” He never explicitly calls them white but the meaning
is still clear. On the Path of Odin blog, in glaring and dramatic contrast, he only uses the
word “our” 6 times in total. Never combined with the same word twice (“toughness,”
“flexibility,” “lives,” “work,” “progress,” and “practice”). He never uses the word “folk”
even once. The collective identification project of “the Northern Folk” so obvious and
prevalent on the AFA Blog is completely absent here.
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The most common use of “our” on the Kansas City Heathen blog is “our gods”
(43 occurrences), combined 31 times with “and goddesses.” This clearly stands out from
McNallen in an emphasis on the gods more immediately than the racial identification.
Next most common, however, is “our Folkway” (20 times), “our ancestors” (15 times),
“our Folk” (12 times), “our people” (11 times), which once again emphasize the shared
biological identity so important to the Folkish perspective, and profoundly linking the
religious focus with a racial identification. These are followed distantly by “our families”
and “our own” (5 times each). Stinson is participating in the same Folkish identification
project as McNallen, and one that has notable similarities to Odinia’s, though his greater
emphasis on the gods (and goddesses) does stand out.
The top usages of “our” on An Ásatrú Blog is also “our ancestors” (24 times). The
next most common, however, are “our own” (14 times) (with no repeated themes in its
combinations), “our faith” (13 times), “our way” (9 times), “our lives” (8 times), and “our
religion” (7 times). “Our Folk” does occur, but only 4 times in 69 posts. “Our people”
occurs only once, and it is in a quote and not actually his words. Glad clearly does not
have the same degree of emphasis on the collective Folkish identification, though he is
not necessarily opposed to it either.
On the blog Modern Heathen “our” is rare. It is most often used in the form “our
own” (4 times, combined with: “biases,” “limitations,” “situations,” and “worth”). Next
most often were “our lives” and “our gods” (each 3 times). “Our Folk,” “our ancestors,”
and “our people” never occur even once. Racial identification is apparently of much,
much less importance for Mohnkern than any of the previous blogs.
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The authors of the Troth Blog also do not use “our” with the same frequency as
the Folkish bloggers. The most common usage is “our own” (16 times), followed by “our
community” (13 times), a clear departure from the themes of previous blogs. “Our gods”
are invoked 12 times (3 of those in combination with “and goddesses”; 2 times combined
with “and ancestors”). “Our ancestors” occurs only 6 times (but it does still occur). “Our
folk” is used only twice: once by Lisa Morgenstern in her anti-racist poem, and once by
Mainer. There is only one use of “our Folkway,” and “our people” is never used at all.
The multiple voices of the Troth Blog either include some Folkish voices, or at least some
voices influenced by Folkish language and discourses. However, the dominant “voice” of
the blog is much more “community” oriented, and not concerned with promoting any
sense of common “peoplehood.”
Norse Mythology Blog uses “our” least frequently of all the blogs investigated.
Most common is “our own,” the most frequent variations of which are “our time(s)” and
“our tradition(s)” each of which are used three times. “Our gods” is used once. “Our
people” is used only twice, both times by interviewee Joris Boghtdrincker (the same
interviewee Seigfried questions on his use of the word “folk”). “Our folk” and “our
ancestors are never used at all. Seigfried, as already addressed, is not pursuing a project
of racial or ethnic identification. He is not trying to create or reinforce a sense of
groupness around a concept of “peoplehood.” He is concerned most significantly with the
place and role of “our traditions” in “our times.”
For a large portion (half or more) of the Heathen bloggers discussed “our
ancestors” was one of, if not the most common instance of collective identification. What
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does it mean when we invoke “our ancestors?” Calling on “my ancestors” is one thing,
but “our” ancestors is something different, especially in writing. MY ancestors can refer
to the people who biologically produced me as a descendant. OUR ancestors, however,
calls immediately on a sense of collective identification: some sense that “you” and “I”
have something in common, that we are somehow part of the same “people.” Especially
when this is done in writing, when the author has no control over, nor any good way to
even predict, who might read the text. What does it mean to presume “our” common
ancestry? Does this mean that the author only expects people of a particular racial
identification to read the material? Does it mean that people of other races do not count?
It does not matter if they read it? They are not who I am talking to?
Are “we” really the same people as the Elder Heathen? Does simply being
“white” make us their legitimate spiritual inheritors? If so, then obviously “white” as an
identity is a biological given that stretches back into the dawn of time. If so, then
Heathens did indeed execute the heathen for their offenses against the Middle-Eastern
“God.” If that is so, then Adolf Hitler was a Heathen; and so were Martin Luther,
Charlemagne, John Lennon, John F. Kennedy, and Karl Marx. It would mean that the
“white race” as a unit had committed (or at least attempted to near success) the genocide
of many, many cultures around the world. By this logic, “Heathens” (a.k.a. “white
people”) destroyed religions, traditions, ways of life, senses of identity, community, etc.,
for the sake of acquisition and power.
Heathens who emphasize the unity and essentialism of the white race seldom take
the logic that far, however, usually mitigating/mixing it (tacking) with notions of
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individualism (especially individual responsibility) and arguing against (or at least
denying) any sort of structural/collective component to society and ethics.
The Polysemous Ambiguity of “Folk”
The word “folk,” or compound words containing it, are vitally important to the
projects of most of the blogs and authors investigated. The intended meaning of the word
(illocution), however, appears to differ profoundly from author to author. This is, perhaps,
what makes the word so valuable and useful for people like McNallen, Stinson, and
maybe Glad, who want to present a white racial identification project covertly and evade
accusations of racism. The polyvalency of the word allows it to be read in many ways,
and for any objectionable meanings to be easily denied by the author or speaker. It is up
the reader/listener to determine the meaning (perlocution) of the word, allowing
sympathetic/agreeing audiences to process the message in the neo-völkisch sense, while
insisting on cultural or small group identifications to those who would object to such
völkisch projects.
The word can mean white people / (northern) Europeans. It can mean “us” in the
sense of the small, local group to which one belongs. It can be used as a shorthand term
for Heathens, or even more generally as “people.” It might refer to “primitive,” or
“simple” populations, or event to a love of nature and the outdoors. Using the word
“folk” in any of its various permutations places a great deal of interpretive burden on the
reader or listener to determine which of the above (probably among others) were
intended.
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The Odinist News does not hide the explicit and direct linkage between “folk” and
“white.” Odinia proudly and defiantly makes the connection plain. McNallen’s AFA Blog
(which contains the word in its title) and Stinson’s Kansas City Heathen both use the
word extensively as a means to evade direct racial language and present their neovölkisch racial projects under a guise of ethnicity and/or localism. Glad’s Ásatrú Blog
may be using the word in the same way. However, it is not clear what his illocutionary
intent is in using the word so frequently. It is possibly that he is simply using the word to
mean “people,” without realizing or thinking about the other possible perlocutionary
effects of the term. However, his emphasis on the distinction between “Folk Religion”
and “Universalist Religion” could be a hint as to why he uses the word so heavily and
consistently. The concept of “folk religion” as used here is not the same as using “folk” to
refer generally to people. If his frequent usage of the word is, in his own illocutionary
intent, meant to match with the notion of a “folk religion” as a particular people (a.k.a.
race, nation, and/or ethnicity), then there is a sort of discursive tacking going on here.
Either Glad is using the term “folk” with distinctly different and contrasting meanings, or
he is subtly tacking a Folkish ideology into a common dialectical usage.
Mohnkern’s Modern Heathen and McNallen’s Path of Odin are the only two
blogs in the selection that do not make use of the word. Neither presents a peoplehood
project and both manage to avoid using the word at all, with the exception of Mohnkern’s
one forwarding of a festival announcement that uses it. However, Mohnkern’s praise for
the Odinic Rite (a Folkish Odinist group in Britain) and his locating them as central to the
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contemporary Heathen revival does raise questions about his relationship to Folkish
ideology.
The Troth Blog does not as a whole emphasize the word. Discussions of
mythology and culture do not emphasize variations on the term. However, individual
posters (such as John T. Mainer, Lisa Morgenstern, and the Urglauwe Poster) use the
word to varying degrees, and with unclear intent. It is easy to see völkisch meanings in
some of these usages, but such possibilities may well not have even occurred to the
authors.
The Norse Mythology Blog is distinctly different from the others in its usage of
the word. Seigfried uses terms like “folklore,” “folkmusic,” and “folk belief” heavily. The
contexts of his usage suggest that his meaning is “simple,” “common,” sometimes even
“primitive.” It is usually difficult to read a racialist interpretation into his uses of the
word; which is consistent with his stated opposition to racialist and völkisch forms of
Heathenry.
A substantial amount of the symbolic capital conveyed by the world “folk” is due
to its ambiguously plural meanings. This polysemous/polyvalent range of meanings is
advantageous for many sorts of manipulation. It allows for easily recognizable, but just as
easily deniable, references to racial logics “coded” as “ethnic” cultural identification.
“Folk-music” and “Folk-tales” are not racist references. How can the word “folk” mean
anything more?
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An Asatru Blog
Despite his insistence elsewhere on particularity, Ale Glad sometimes slips into
using language that suggests otherwise. Quite possibly an unintended and unaware
repetition of common community standards of discourse, these usages nonetheless
undercut the identity projects he articulates so insistently elsewhere.
For many Americans, and so many around the world, we
come from a theological and social background that tells us
that without the grace of a divine power, our lives are
meaningless. We are told we are innately wicked, vile, and
evil creatures that need to be redeemed through an act of
divine incarnation and self-sacrifice. We are told that, no
matter what we do or how well be live our lives, without
this divine pardon we are not valuable. This kind of
nonsense was completely foreign to our ancestors and it is
not a belief of our folk today. (An Ásatrú Blog, “Being of
Worth,” emphasis mine)
This is an example of the sort of usage that confused me in reading this blog initially. In
the process of rejecting Christian conceptions of original sin, he invokes a singular “folk”
a singular set of “our ancestors.” The usage of “folk” looks like the same “our folk”
usage of Fenner/Odinia, McNallen, and Stinson, but may simply be a stand-in for
“people,” as it clearly is elsewhere on his blog and in common southern U.S. usage (he
appears to be based in or near Atlanta, Georgia). Similar, however, is his frequent and
persistent use of “our ancestors” (rather than my ancestors, or your ancestors). This is the
same usage as McNallen, Fenner/Odinia, and Stinson. The discursive construction of a
collective identity, an “us” that includes author and reader in a shared sense of self, is
completely contradictory to his arguments elsewhere about the dangers of presuming
“shared-kinship” through simply being Heathen and emphasis on following particular
and cultural heritage rather than some pan-Germanic collective. Is this tacking (or
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something similar)? Is it confusion? Misunderstanding? Is he using “our” in some way I
am not following or understanding? This may well be a case of unintended inclusion of
Folkish logic in an otherwise non- (maybe even anti-) Folkish discourse.
Looking at the weather forecast for Sweden this week
shows that it is snowing there and it won’t be until later this
week that they finally get above freezing, and then only
barely. It gives me reason to pause and think about how
hard life must have been for our ancestors. (An Ásatrú
Blog, “Some Thoughts on the Springtime”)
Who exactly are “our ancestors?” Does this just mean everyone who lived in the past?
Everywhere? Clearly not, since he is specifically talking about the weather in Sweden.
Despite his insistence elsewhere that all Heathens are not related/kin just because they are
Heathens, here he slips (perhaps unconsciously/unintentionally?) into the “our ancestors”
usage so prevalent among Heathens. To my knowledge, I have no ancestors from
Sweden… how is he talking about “our” ancestors, and not his (“my”) ancestors. This
usage, as elsewhere, seems to suggest that all of us Heathens have a common, singular
ancestry. This undermines and contradicts his arguments elsewhere that shared Heathenry
does not give us a shared kinship, and that he (unlike other Heathens) is particularly
Swedish.
The Asatru Folk Assembly Blog
As discussed previously in the history chapter, McNallen appears to have begun
his project in pursuit of meaning (a new mazeway per Wallace) independently of the
older racialist form of Odinism. Only through the input of others already involved in
Heathenry did he come to the “realization” that this new vision/mazeway was a sort of
“Folkish” racial / “ethnic” nationalism.
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Gods, I was in my testosterone-laden twenties. I thought
our religion was all about warriors. Goddesses weren’t very
important to me then, and I didn’t even have a name for our
faith, other than “Norse paganism.” And, of course, the
concept that there might be an innate connection between
ethos and ethnos, or between a distinct people and their
Gods, never crossed my mind. (AFA Blog, “Growth in
Asatru,” 2-16-2015)
He was however, eventually persuaded of the Folkish/völkisch position.
It took me about fifteen years to realize that warriors were a
part of a society, not the whole...that the Goddesses were as
holy and as essential as the Gods...that we could be called
“Asatru” among other things...and that our religion, like all
native religions, springs from the unique soul and the
cumulative experience of a group of people bound by blood
heritage. (AFA Blog, “Growth in Asatru,” 2-16-2015)
He appeals to a distinct group of people tied together by “blood heritage,” a Folk with a
shared “unique soul.” Elsewhere he refers to this concept as the “Folksoul.”
The notion that one’s ancestry or lineage doesn’t matter is
unique to the philosophical or revealed religions –
Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and the like. No native
religion would assert such a thing. Heritage is, after all,
“that which one inherits” and thus is necessarily limited to
those who inherit it. All native religions thus fall
somewhere on the “folkish” spectrum – they are the
religion of specific people. (Asatru Folk Assembly Blog,
“Asatru, Native Religions, Respect and Diversity”)
He criticizes the universalism (though he does not use the word here) of the “revealed”
religions and claims that all “native” religions are passed only biologically. Strongly
implying that the concept of race is a natural, obvious thing.
Native cultures in every part of the world revere their
forebears [sic]. The American Indians, the Australian
natives, African tribes, Asian peoples – all give special
place to their kin who preceded them. Only in so-called
modern societies, those most locked into the pursuit of
material things and most distanced from the world of
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nature, have we forgotten the importance of the ancestral
connection.
The spiritual wisdom of the bold and free European tribes
did not die out. It was suppressed – but it cannot be hidden
forever, for it exists within us, the people who share this
noble heritage! (Asatru Folk Assembly Blog, “Your
Ancestors Matter!”)
He strongly emphasizes the role of ancestors in “native” cultures but does not want to
acknowledge the difference between cultural associations with ancestors and racial
association with ancestors. Is a “people” defined by shared language, poetry/myth, and
geography, a.k.a. “culture” (as suggested by Herder)? Or is a “people” defined merely by
biological relationship, a.k.a. “race”? McNallen strongly and repeatedly argues for the
latter. Heritage, as he says above, “is thus necessarily limited to those who inherit it.”
McNallen wishes to revive a Folkish peoplehood, a collective identity of
white/European people based in a common understanding of the foundational importance
of racial identity. “We” need to reconnect to our inherent, biologically inherited, and
racially determined “Folk” identity. McNallen is distinctly, though euphemistically,
framing Ásatrú as a white Nationalist religion. He knows better than to say it that way,
though, and instead couches the message in a post-colonial, resistance-to-empire message
(something that had long been common to völkisch nationalist projects.)
All across Europe, our kin are struggling to find their
ancient souls. We in the European Diaspora are a part of
this phenomenon. The continent of our ancestors is under
siege, with an imploding native population,
homogenization imposed by the European Union, and the
replacement of our native peoples by an influx of
immigrants from outside Europe. If we do not reconnect
with the spirit of our ancestors, we face a grim future. (AFA
Blog, “Paganism to be Included in Cornish Curriculum,” 820-2014)
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Like Odinia, McNallen sees his Folk as under attack, as in real danger of “replacement”
by non-”European” immigrants. Like her, but more euphemistically, he suggests that if
we do not fight back by proudly re-asserting our racial identity “we face a grim future.”
He enthusiastically and strongly identifies with and champions the term/idea of
“the Folk.” He named his renewed/reformed organization after it, the Asatru Folk
Assembly (in contrast to his previous group, the Asatru Free Assembly). He clearly
identified his purpose and orientation… to those who knew the meaning and/or history of
the word.
Some days ago I posted a short article explaining how the
human past has been overwhelmingly “Folkish.” By that I
mean that there was an essential, innate, connection
between a specific people and their religion. As Vine
Deloria of the Standing Rock Sioux stated, “Most tribal
religions make no pretense as to their universality.”
Universalism is very new in the human experience, and
became prominent only with the rise of what people call the
“Great Religions” such as Christianity, Islam, and
Buddhism. (Asatru Folk Assembly Blog, “The Future is
Folkish!”
McNallen’s frequent critiques of “universalism” provide a good example of discursive
tacking. McNallen “tacks” the meaning(s) of the word (or conceivably simply
misunderstands it) in order to twist the words of Vine Deloria to suit his agenda. He
switches between two very different usages of the word “Universalist.” Does the word
refer to an opposition to race as the primary identifying factor of Heathenry (what
Heathen “Universalists” mean by the term), or does it mean the insistence (by Christians,
Muslims, and Buddhists, for example) that all people (regardless of ethnicity, race, or
other factors) need to be converted to a particular religion? He defines “Universalism” as
the opposite of Folkishness, “the opinion that religion has no necessary connection to a
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specific people.” Then, to “illustrate,” he invokes the three major missionary religions of
our planet: Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism. The first sentence of his definition invokes
“Universalism” as inclusivity and openness across borders of identification. The second
sentence invokes imperialism, religiously motivated conquest, and missionary hostility to
indigenous cultures/religions. The first sentence refers clearly to McNallen’s
“Universalist” Heathen opponents and their opposition to McNallen’s Folkish project of
racial essentialism. The second sentence would be one to which the vast majority of
“Universalist” Heathens would bristle and object. This is the Christian usage of
“Universalist” rather than the Heathen one. But McNallen mushes them together into one
thought, in a way that might convince a reader who is not thinking critically about his
discursive gymnastics that the two are actually one and the same: that an objection to
racial essentialism is identical to cultural imperialism and genocide. He “tacks” an idea
into something that is virtually its opposite, in order to undermine and discredit his
political/religious opposition. This twisting of definitions allows McNallen to present his
euphemistic racialist project as a resistance to the global hegemonic imperialism of
Christianity/Liberalism/Universalism.
In contrast to Universalism, of course, is Folkishness:
To be “Folkish” means to be “of a folk” …a tribe, ethnic or
racial group, or a nation (in the original sense of the word,
as in “the Sioux nation”). To say that we are “folkish
Asatru” means nothing more or less than to say that we see
Asatru as a native religion – a religion of a particular
people; specifically, Europeans. (AFA Blog, “Folkish: What
Does It Mean?” 7-1-2013)
This passage tacks between very particular and culturally distinct groups (like the Sioux
Nation) and a huge, largely geographical distinction (European) that encompasses
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immense numbers of tribal, national, and even racial diversities such as he initially
mentions. He continues this tacking maneuver into the next paragraph.
The world is full of native religions, on every continent – to
include North America. These hundreds – perhaps
thousands – of tribes, bands and nations around the planet
are each “the religion of a particular people.” Few if any of
them allow participation in their religious rites by outsiders
beyond a certain level. Take for example the Native
Americans. Yes anyone can come and watch dances at a
powwow. But there comes a point where outsiders are
excluded. This point differs from tribe to tribe and from
culture to culture, but in the real world indigenous people
share their deepest rites rarely – or not at all. This is what
being “Folkish” is all about. (AFA Blog, “Folkish: What
Does It Mean?” 7-1-2013)
The “hundreds – perhaps thousands” (which is surely a distinct underestimate) of “tribes,
bands and nations around the planet” are argued to be comparable categories to
“European,” meaning that “Europeans” (which can mean nothing else but “white” here)
have a right to prevent others from observing or joining in their “deepest rites.” Given the
common-sense confusion between ethnicity, race, and nationality as categories of
identification it is unfortunately understandable that the disconnect between those
categories probably would not stand out to the average reader. However, a huge,
supposedly biologically determined racial category like “white” (or “European” when it
is used as a racial category) is comparable to particular, culturally grounded identities like
Sioux, Yoruba, or even German, like a suitcase is to a shirt. Racial categories like
white/European, black/African, yellow/Asian, etc., are bigger, more abstract, categories
that contain (and when made salient, hide and make irrelevant) more particular
ethnic/national/tribal categories of identification. Such shifting/tacking between scales of
category is once again a means of selling an unpopular idea (white racial nationalism) by
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discursively presenting it as something more generally palatable, even admirable, like a
post-colonial indigenous resistance by a threatened cultural group.
Kansas City Heathen
Mark Stinson, once an officer of McNallen’s AFA,37 pursues a similar project of
group identification as McNallen’s AFA Blog. “Our Ancestors,” “our People,” “our native
Folkway” as a means of creating a group identification called “our Folk.” This category is
even more vague and unspecified in Stinson’s writing than McNallen’s. While McNallen
would clarify his “Folk” as “European” and/or “Northern,” for Stinson “the Folk” is
simply “us”; there is no more said about it. He would seem to leave it up to “us” to define
who “we” are. Is this perhaps a deliberate ambiguity? Is he unclear about who “we” are
with the intent of evading the accusations of racism that so plague McNallen? Who are
the Folk? McNallen will tell you. Stinson will adamantly not.
Stinson emphasizes the importance of individual understandings and lived
experience of the gods and “our Folk.”
Heathens tend to have different understandings of our Gods
and Goddesses. Some view them as very literal beings.
Some envision them as manifestations or personifications
of forces in nature. Some view them as psychological or
spiritual archetypes buried deep within, and springing forth
from, all the members of our Folk. Some view them as all
and none of these things. For me personally, the Gods and
Goddesses are beyond understanding, and difficult to
categorize or define simply. I believe that the stories we
read in the Lore of our Gods and Goddesses represent the
human understanding of our Ancestors. I believe these
stories are revealing, enlightening, and even entertaining.
37

See Stinson’s account of their joint statement of friendship and alliance on Facebook at
https://www.facebook.com/notes/temple-of-our-heathen-gods/joint-statement-by-steve-mcnallen-andmark-stinson/414164583955)
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But, I do not see the Gods and Goddesses as limited or
restrained by these stories in any way. When it comes to
your personal practices, your personal understanding of the
Gods and Goddess is what is important. (Kansas City
Heathen, “Gods and Goddesses – Personal Practices”)
He insists that the gods and goddesses are not simply dead stories set down on a page, but
living beings… connected to a living “Folk.”
The very thought of modern Heathens building upon what
our Ancestors knew is sometimes derided as “making stuff
up.” This sort of frozen-in-time approach, treats our
Folkway as a dead religion that we are simply re-enacting.
Perhaps for those that have this point of view, that is true.
But for those of us rebuilding our Folkway as a living,
breathing religion and world-view… this is not the reenactment of a dead religion. This is our lives. As the
descendants of our Ancestors, we learn as they learned. We
advance forward in our understandings, personally building
upon what they understood. (Kansas City Heathen, “Gods
and Goddesses – Personal Practices”)
“Our Folkway” is still alive, still growing, adapting, changing. As the descendants of
“our” ancestors, “we” have every right to develop our own ways. However, He also
insists that this adaptation, this evolving nature of “our” lived religion must be kept
within certain limits.
On the other hand, there are methods of filling in the blanks
and resolving contradictions in the sources that can lead
you away from an understanding of our Gods and
Goddesses that would be recognizable by our Ancestors.
For instance, mixing and mashing in information from the
Folkways of other cultures. Stirring in New Age elements
that are not consistent with the traditional ways of our Folk.
Or shaping your understanding of our Gods and Goddesses
in a way that fits or serves your own personal political
agendas. (Kansas City Heathen, “Gods and Goddesses –
Personal Practices”)
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Stinson here insists on an a-political nativism. He points to the danger of corruption by
“the Folkways of other cultures” (and the eclectically multi-cultural “New Age”) as one
of the primary distracting pitfalls to living a legitimate Heathen life. Keeping true to a
concept of your own people is central to his conception of Heathen identification.
Stinson’s post “Nine Worthy Steps to Advance Heathenry” presents Stinson’s
folkish understandings of the nature of Heathen “peoplehood” most clearly.
The Nine Worthy Steps described below represent our
approach to advancing our native Folkway. As modern
Heathens we face a daunting task. How do we reconstruct
what was taken from our People? How do we return
members of our Folk to the ways and world-view of our
pre-conversion Ancestors? How do we transition from the
mainstream culture within which we were raised, to the
culture and values that are natural and appropriate to who
we really are? What steps are necessary for building
something lasting for both ourselves and the generations to
come? (KC Heathen, “Nine Worthy Steps to Advance
Heathenry”)
He is clear and explicit about the reconstructionist project of revitalization. He is also
clear that “our People” and “our pre-conversion Ancestors” (all capitalized) are the focus
of the project. Like McNallen and Odinia, he sees a singular “people” who are/should be
“who we really are.” Their ways are those that are “natural and appropriate” to us; so
natural that he calls it “our native Folkway.”
The motivation for sharing this practical information
should be to simply help others learn from your
experiences. It is not about control. It is not about making
people do things your way. It is not about creating divisions
within our native Folkway. Those receiving the information
will use what works for them, and they should discard that
information that does not work for them. The sharing of
information should be a give and take, back and forth
between Heathens and Heathen groups, allowing all of
them to learn from successes and failures of those Heathens
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they know and trust. The reciprocal exchange of
information allows individuals and groups to build on each
other’s knowledge and experience. (KC Heathen, “Nine
Worthy Steps to Advance Heathenry”)
Despite the clear emphasis on racial/biological criteria for membership in his “Folk,”
Stinson also continues to insist on variation and diversity of practice and belief among
those who do qualify.
Whatever method of formalized organization is put in
place, it is important that the autonomy of every involved
kindred and family is respected. A Thing structure or loose
confederation of kindreds and families, allows each kindred
to participate, contribute ideas, and partner with other
kindreds and families in the region without any one person
being in charge. Strong independent kindreds can then
participate, communicate, collaborate, and support one
another, without any one kindred or person being “in
charge.” This maintains the grassroots tribal nature of our
native Folkway, and avoids top-down organization, dogma,
and divisions among our People. (KC Heathen, “Nine
Worthy Steps to Advance Heathenry”)
This is the topic for which Stinson has been most known: Localism. The reality of
diversity of beliefs and practice, ideology and politics, is clear from even a brief look at
Heathen history. Stinson’s insistence on ideologies and politics being a matter for each
person or small group, and thus irrelevant to a larger sense of common identity and
shared peoplehood is an important part of his development and extension of McNallen’s
ethnic project. He sees McNallen’s effort to create a single centralized organization as
part of the reason for the failures of the AFA.
Stinson’s euphemistic and veiled usage of words like “Folk,” “Folkway,”
“People” and the like is, if not discursive tacking, at least something similar. He uses
terms that have either very ambiguous meanings, or common meanings other than those
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he is using, and makes pains not to clarify the usage. Not so much tacking, in that he does
not switch back and forth so much as simply keep his usages vague and deliberately
ambiguous. Consciously recognizing his identity projects requires reading between the
lines with a degree of critical thought that many readers are unlikely to bring to the blog.
Much like other sorts of discursive evasion and misdirection, the goal appears to be for
the reader to naturalize and internalize the structures of the neo-völkisch ideology of
Folkish Heathenry while evading as much as possible a conscious recognition of the
underlying racialized nature of the project.
Stinson’s emphasis on the “Folkway” is very revealing if looked at closely. He
(and other Folkish Heathens such as McNallen, from whom he learned this usage) use the
word in a very particular way, and it is not the way sociologists reading their works might
initially understand the word. Among sociologists “folkway” refers to internalized
cultural practices, the framework of otherwise often rather meaningless patterns and
behaviors that people engage in within particular cultural and social contexts; behaviors
so ingrained and naturalized that practitioners can be hard-pressed to even recognize
them as distinctive practices. (Things like tooth-brushing rituals, shaking hands as a
greeting, or sitting on a seat rather than standing over a pit to urinate.) Among Heathens,
especially Folkish Heathens like Stinson, the word has profoundly different connotations.
Stinson’s “Folkway” is even more ingrained and essential than the sociological
version of the word, more primal and basic. In fact, it is inborn and given; racial and
biological rather than cultural and social. Stinson’s “Folk” is a reference to race, and his
“Folkway” is the ingrained biological “nature” of belonging to that race. There are, for
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him, right ways and wrong ways to live a proper life as a member of “our Folk,” even if
most members do not know about it and inevitably do it wrong. In many respects this is
precisely the opposite of a sociological understanding of a folkway. The sociological
folkway is purely cultural and seldom conscious. Stinson’s “Folkway” is biologically set,
but must be actively and consciously pursued in order to not be contradicted.
The Modern Heathen
The only usage (just once) of a variation of the word “folk” on the site occurs in
the announcement of the Nine Worlds Festival, in which he is billed alongside Raven
Kaldera and Galina Krasskova.
While this event is open to everyone, the focus will be on
modern Neo-Pagan ways of honoring the Northern Gods. It
is a place for diverse worshipers to come together and
share. We expect folks to be respectful of all differing
religious practices, the Gods of everyone present, and all
other attendees regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, or
lifestyle. (The Modern Heathen, “Nine Worlds Festival”)
This usage of the word is clearly a generic reference to “people” in general rather than a
comment on a particular peoplehood. The disclaimer finishing up the very sentence in
which it occurs clarifies that if there were any question.
He does once mention that the “revitalization” of Heathenry involved/necessitated
escaping from the earlier racial spiritualities. This may suggest to the reader that this
issue (race in Heathenry) is an issue of the past, something already taken care of. As such,
it is an apparent evasion of the subject, which is supported by the lack of mention of the
topic anywhere else. It is very, very notable, however, for being the only blog post
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analyzed that admits to the existence of Heathenry before the 1970s revival, as well as the
fact that these earlier movements were race-based.
The Norse Mythology Blog
Seigfried uses the word “folk” quite frequently, as do his interviewees/ers and
other guests, (at least 40 times in the period of analysis). Most often these are references
to “folk music.” His usage stays away from Folkish connotations, emphasizing instead a
third major meaning of the word “folk”: common, unsophisticated, uncultured. This
usage has probably shown up in others of the blogs as well, perhaps in references to “folk
music,” “folk lore,” and the like; but for Seigfried it appears to be the primary meaning of
the word. Seigfried is definitely a more “elitist” Heathen. He celebrates “folk” culture,
but he places himself a bit (at least) above it as an educated and cultured individual.
As Christianity slowly took hold in Northern Europe, it
would be expected that the Norse myths would die out as
their root religion was forced out. Strangely enough, the
myths never went away. Tales of the gods and heroes
survived in folklore, in popular ballads, in fairy tales and in
legends. In rural areas, the gods lived on in folk belief and
superstition well into the twentieth century. The older
generation of my German family, when they came to
America after the Second World War, brought practices
with them that – while supposedly Catholic – had ancient
roots in pre-Christian religion (like burying the statue of a
saint in the yard and telling him he couldn’t come out until
the house was sold for a good price). (Norse Mythology
Blog, “Norse Mythology in Popular Culture”)
These are practices that survived undercover, out of the light of civilized or educated
criticism. Words and phrases such as “Popular,” “superstition,” and “supposedly
Catholic” are descriptive of “folklore,” “fairytales and legends,” and “folk belief.” “Folk
religion” is opposed to the official/cultured religions of the region.
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This blending of heathen and Christian belief among the
country folk of northern Europe was a historical reality, one
documented by Grimm and many others. (Norse Mythology
Blog, “Myth and Legend in Wagner’s Tannhäuser, Part
Two”)
Sometimes his usage of the word seems to contradict or conflict with the usages of his
interviewees or quotations that he cites. Josh Heath, for a simple example, (in the post
“Heathens in the Military – Army Adds Ásatrú and Heathen”) uses the word folk/s
repeatedly to mean “people” in the sort of dialectical usage common to the southern
United States. For a more significant and complex example, in discussing Wagner’s opera
Tannhäuser Seigfried says:
Watching the opera, we witness a dream within a dream.
Wagner’s philosophical ideas are presented to us in the
guise of history and legend. In his Communication, he
writes of the power of folk poetry and myth to present
truths that history cannot. He asserts that the folk poem
ever seizes on the kernel of the matter, and
brings it again to show in simple plastic
outlines; whilst there, in the history – i.e. the
event not such as it was, but such alone as it
comes within our ken – this matter shows
itself in endless trickery of outer facings,
and never attains that fine plasticity of form
until the eye of the Folk has plunged into its
inner soul, and given it the artistic mold of
Myth.
Wagner’s interweaving of mythologies with his own
philosophies can be found throughout the opera. (Norse
Mythology Blog, “Myth and Legend in Wagner’s
Tannhäuser, Part One”)
Note that while Seigfried may still be using “folk” in his usual connotation (being of the
common people, unsophisticated), the quoted section from Wagner unambiguously
displays the völkisch usage of the word. While Seigfried may be talking about the poetry
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of the common, uneducated people, Wagner is talking instead about the native poetry that
resides in the Folk Soul of the people. Seigfried points out, earlier in the post, how
enamored Wagner was of Jacob Grimm’s Teutonic Mythology (which was then new, and
was produced in pursuit of Herder’s original project of collecting “German” folklore in
order to (re)construct a German “Volk”). Similarly, a quote from Adam of Bremen refers
to “that folk” as a reference to the Swedes (context ~ “nation”) (quoted in Norse
Mythology Blog, “Another Sixth Grader Asks…, Part One”); and a quote from the
Nibelungenlied, about a character who “lifted a sharp spear and hard from the ground…
and hurled it strongly across the courtyard, over the heads of the folk.” (quoted in Norse
Mythology Blog, “Another Sixth Grader Asks…, Part Three”) Here “the folk” seems to
mean the people who were there.
On at least one occasion, Seigfried appears to question one of the musicians he is
interviewing (Joris Boghtdrincker of the band Heidevolk) about their usage of the word.
The band uses the word “volk” in their name, and Seigfried wanted to know what they
meant by that:
KS – Does Heidevolk mean “heath folk” or “heathen folk”?
JB – The first. Heath folk. So, folk of the heath-land. As
you know, the term heathen and pagan derive from the
same root, as in the inhabitant [of the countryside]. We
started out as a band that only sang about folklore. That
was our main source of inspiration. […] We were trying to
come up with a name. It was really a bit silly – writing
names on a schoolboard and [saying], “Ah, that sounds
silly.” All of a sudden, then, a guy – I don’t know who it
was, exactly – said, “We like the outdoors and we are very
inspired by the history of our people.” So why not take
heath, because that’s a very characteristic landscape, and
folk as a reference to the history of our people? Put the two
together and you have Heidevolk. It is not heathen folk,
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necessarily. (Norse Mythology Blog, “Interview with Joris
Boghtdrincker…, Part One)
Boghtdrincker clarifies that for him and his bandmates the völkisch connotation of the
word was part of, but not the entirety of, their inspiration for the name. Though their
primary point was that they liked the outdoors, they saw the völkisch meaning, the
connection to a particular peoplehood, as a bonus that made the name fit all the better.
Seigfried says nothing further about the subject.
These mixed, sometimes conflicting, sometimes overlapping, usages and
connotations of the word “folk”/”volk” point out one of the important qualities of such an
ambiguous and polyvalent word: it can have multiple meanings and implications, even in
one usage. Two people can use the word in exactly the same way, while intending
different things by it, and being interpreted differently by different listeners/readers. This
ambiguity may account for the continuing currency and power of the term in
contemporary Heathenry, despite its history as a scarcely hidden code word for racial
nationalism. Concepts such as “folk music” or “folklore” can be interpreted as either (or
both) the unsophisticated artistic productions of uneducated people, or the artistic
productions of a biologically inherited racial identity. Referring to “good folks” can be
understood to mean “good people” and/or “good white (or germanic) people.” This
ambiguity makes the word especially useful for disguising conversations about race.
Using the word “folk” rather than more obviously clear language provides a degree of
plausible deniability to the ways their words might be interpreted. This strategic
ambiguity has clear value in attempts at discursive tacking. Though Seigfried uses the
word folk fairly often, he never uses “our Folk” or “the Folk.” Seigfried’s use of the word
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“our” is predominantly in the context of “our own,” usually to point out particularity or
individual social location.
The word “race” is only used three times on the blog. Two of the three are in
reference to “the giant race” from mythology. The single other usage is in a discussion of
how Marvel Comics has used “changes of race, gender and sexual preference of
supporting characters […] to generate media attention and sales” (Norse Mythology Blog,
“Thor is Dead,” 7-16-2014). “Racial” occurs twice. Once is in an interview with Michael
Moorcock, when he asks about why so many science fiction writers continue to write
about “racial ‘instinct’” in a way that Hitler would have loved. Moorcock simply evades
the question (“Interview with Michael Moorcock, Part Two,” 1-23-2015). The other is in
a quotation from Wikipedia that Seigfried thinks a journalist plagiarized, about the fact
that the nineteenth century revival of “Germanic paganism” in Germany was “connected
to the racial ideology of [the Nazis]” (Norse Mythology Blog, “Covering Asatru –
Plagiarism & Disrespect”). The same two sources contain all six examples of the word
“racist,” only one of which (in the question to Moorcock) was his own usage. The rest
were example of texts in which he suspected plagiarism.
Odinist News
There is nothing ambiguous about Odinia’s usage of the word. It means race,
particularly “the white race.”
The Path of Odin
Perhaps the most notable difference between this and McNallen’s other works is
that the words “folk” or “Folkish” never once appear on the page. On McNallen’s other
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page (the AFA Blog just discussed) his use of “folk” and “Folkish” are so pronounced and
frequent that his failure to use them at all here is striking. From such an emphasis on one
blog, to the complete absence on another, the change is clearly deliberate and purposeful.
The Troth Blog
The ten blog posts that John Mainer wrote or contributed to by name include
thirteen uses of the word “folk” and a similar thirteen uses of the word “ancestors.” In
contrast, the thirty-two posts which Mainer was not involved in (at least by name) use
“ancestors” three times, and variations of “folk” seven times. Mainer uses “folk” and
“ancestors” in his writing more than eight times as frequently as all other contributors to
the Troth Blog combined. “The folk” is his most common usage of the word “folk”
(slightly over a third (5) of his 13 uses of the word). This suggests that he understands
there to be a singular relevant folk: a singular people with whom Heathenry is associated.
He also uses “our gods and ancestors” together a lot. He is clearly very concerned with
“our” collective identity as “the” singular “folk.” Mainer’s usage appears in line with
more Folkish understandings of Heathenry, while other Troth posters are either more
Universalist leaning, or at least more careful to appear so in their language usage.
After Mainer, the most frequent user of any variants of the word “folk” is the not
consistently named, but identifiable “Urglaawe Poster.” Whether one person, or a small
sub-group within the Troth, there is an identifiable voice whose posts are often tagged
“Urglaawe” or “Distelfink Sippshacft” which are both references to Die Urglaawisch
Sippschaft vum Distelfink (http://site.distelfink.org/About.html, viewed 12-15-15), a
group devoted to pursing Heathenry in the context of Deitch (Pennsylvania German)
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culture. Another post from this voice asks for responses to the Troth e-mail for the
Pennsylvania Steward, which according to the Troth’s “Steward Locator” page (The
Troth “Steward Locator”) belongs to Rob Lusch, who seems very likely to be the same
Robert Lusch-Schreiwer who serves as the president of the Distelfink Sippschaft (“About
Us”). One of these Urglaawe-tagged posts (using the word “folks”) is, in fact, attributed
to/signed by Robert L. Schreiwer. This poster (or posters) is fond of the word “folks” in
its generic “people” meaning, using the word that way in four separate posts. In addition,
however, the Urglaawe poster also uses the phrase “the Volk” in a post about the littleknown continental German goddess Zisa.
Her symbol is the pine cone and appears in Augsburg even
in some churches. As the pine cone protects the seeds, so
does she protect Her people. The pine cone symbolizes
protection, regeneration, and continuity. Even though
Augsburg was eventually conquered by the Romans, the
Volk’s relationship to Zisa continued, in symbolic form if
not conscious form, into the present day. (The Troth Blog,
“Feast Day of Zisa,” 9-28-13.)
This reference to “the Volk” seems to suggest, again, a singular, a-historic peoplehood
which maintains linkage to its protector goddess despite the ravages of changing history.
These Urglaawe posts, especially if they are by the same person, present a similarly
ambiguous relation to the concept of “the Folk” as was seen in discussion of The Ásatrú
Blog above. Most of their usages do not emphasize or even make reference to völkisch
ideology… but at least once they, perhaps accidentally/unknowingly, slip in an example
of völkisch reasoning. This is perhaps even more notable in that The Ásatrú Blog (which
uses “folk” in similarly ambiguous ways) makes multiple references to Urglaawe and
cites Robert L. Schreiwer as the inspiration for one of their posts.
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What is Being Revitalized?
An Asatru Blog
Nothing in particular.
The Asatru Folk Assembly Blog
McNallen, at least on the Asatru Folk Assembly Blog (AFA Blog), is portraying the
Folkish project of ethno-nationalist identification as a postcolonial indigenous “people”
in need of decolonization. Over the last two years, he has not used the term “Nation of
Odin” on his blog. The term is one that I had associated particularly with him before
doing the research for this dissertation. It is, instead, used almost (?) exclusively by the
single representative of blatant Odinism in the study, Odinist News. The concept appears
to be part of the older Odinist model that McNallen was convinced by but seems to want
to distance himself from obvious association with.
On October 31, 2009 (before my period of analysis) McNallen made a post
entitled “The Asatru Folk Assembly Mission Statement, which also supports the “Nation
of Odin” project. The mission statement reads (in full):
The AFA envisions a future in which a substantial
percentage of European-descended people worldwide have
returned to their ancestral Germanic religion, bound
together in an extended community of the Folk serving
their spiritual, social, and economic needs – the “Nation of
Odin.” (Asatru Folk Assembly Blog, “The Asatru Folk
Assembly Mission Statement,” 9/31/2009)
McNallen emphasizes “Germanic” identity as “the Folk,” which should be bound in an
extended community called the “Nation of Odin.” “Germanic” rather than “German.” Not
a German nation, but a Germanic one. The ethno-nationalist project of völkisch German
identification has been expanded/shifted (as described by Goodrick-Clarke in Black Sun
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(2002)) to the more American model of white ethno-nationalism, which can be
euphemistically described/understood as “Germanic” (thereby retaining the same base
word to describe the project). This combination, or alternating usage (tacking) of these
historically related-but-differing logics of racial chauvinism allows McNallen to largely
cloak his white ethno-nationalist project in the same sort of “postcolonial” resistance to
“foreign” influence that drove the völkisch movements in Germany.
Hail all those who love their own people more than other
peoples, and their own Gods more than other Gods! (AFA
Blog, “A Folkish Native American Speaks!” 6-22-2014).
Kansas City Heathen
Stinson emphasizes the living and lived qualities of contemporary Heathenry in
contrast to the simply reconstructionist approaches of more scholarly revitalizations.
We are our deeds. Some say that we fall beneath the notice
of our Gods and Goddesses, or that they have better things
to do than to notice us. But, I personally believe this to be
false. I believe the Gods of our Folk watch us. They watch
to see what we do with these lives they have given us. If
they are proud of who we are and what we do, I believe
that, on occasion, in times of need they will give us a
nudge, or a bit of wisdom, or some much needed Luck. We
should never count on them to do this, but I do believe it
happens sometimes. So, part of your personal practice
should be living according to values and a world-view that
will please our Gods. To do this, it is important to learn that
values and world-view of our Heathen ancestors, and to
internalize this learning. It must go beyond intellectual
knowledge, and become an integral part of who you are and
what you do. (Kansas City Heathen, “Gods and Goddesses
– Personal Practices”)
He is championing a more experiential/phenomenological approach to Heathen
(re)construction rather than the textual/archaeological emphasis that is promoted (for
example) by “Reconstructionist” Heathens (a newer movement that strongly emphasizes
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the importance of basing practices in verifiable evidence from the past). Stinson’s identity
project is to create a living, thriving peoplehood, to make an ideological racial
perspective into a common-sense, on-the-ground real ethnic identification. To do so,
requires a sense of purpose, and a sense of persecution can help too. A sense of
persecuted peoplehood is a powerful political motivator to a sense of shared
identification.
We are rebuilding our native Folkway against incredible
odds. The world-view, as well as the religious and spiritual
perspectives, of our People were drastically changed by the
Christian conversion. The beliefs and practices of our
Ancestors were suppressed and buried, so much so that the
vast majority of our People do not even know that they are
following a foreign religion that was methodically and
successfully forced upon us. That leaves us often
reconstructing our Folkway from bits and scraps of
information. It leaves us in the position of an “alternative
religion,” and a rather small one at that. (KC Heathen,
“Nine Worthy Steps to Advance Heathenry”)
This passage is postcolonial in its presentation of Christianity as the imperial colonizer.
Unlike McNallen, however, Stinson does not use academic postcolonial terms like
“colonized” to describe the phenomenon. He insists that we must resist and overcome the
unnatural persecution of Christian foreignness and return to the (always and distinctly
singular) “Folkway” of “our Ancestors.”
The vast majority of our Folk do not even know that
Heathenry exists, let alone what it is, what we do, and for
what we stand. They are in the thrall of the foreign religion
or, being dissatisfied with it, have run to another foreign
religion, or become agnostic or atheist. These members of
our Folk are lost in darkness, whether they realize it or not.
It is up to us to shine a light into that darkness, and serve as
a beacon so that our People can find their way home. But
how do we do this? (KC Heathen, “Nine Worthy Steps to
Advance Heathenry”)
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Stinson says, “The vast majority of our Folk do not even know that Heathenry exists…”
What “Folk” is he talking about? Clearly, unlike other cases analyzed above, “our Folk”
does not mean Heathens. There is only one option that makes sense for the identity of this
folk: white (“European”) people. Despite his obvious effort to not identify the “people”
he is discussing (and subtly championing), Stinson’s project of identification clearly
depends primarily on belonging to the white racial category.
“[T]he foreign religion” of which he speaks is likewise undoubtedly Christianity.
He uses the same euphemistic ambiguity to refer to it as he does to racial concepts. The
meaning is clear, unmistakable, but he never directly says Christianity is evil or wrong
any more than he directly says that he is pursuing a project of white racial identity. These
claims are too politically incorrect to state bluntly and clearly… but the meaning of his
discourse still comes though.
When we encounter someone curious or new to Heathenry,
we can give them a good first impression. […] Bringing
more members of our People home to their native ways and
world-view takes a lot of time and effort. But, it is the first
step in advancing our Folkway forward. (KC Heathen,
“Nine Worthy Steps to Advance Heathenry”)
Anti-Christian messages would alienate the mixed-religion families he is trying to attract
(see below). Openly white-pride approaches would open him to accusations of racism
like McNallen. Therefore, it is necessary to be subtle, euphemistic, and a bit politically
correct in order to communicate the message. Returning white Americans to their “native
ways and world-view” requires communicating the idea in a way that makes it seem
“natural” and “right,” without bringing up the codes that would result in hostilities and
rejection. He must use indirect discourse, subtle locution, to have his intended
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perlocutionary force on the broadest possible audience. Like McNallen, Stinson presents
a persecuted nativism, a subjugated folk in need of rediscovering their “true,” “native”
nature, a people deceived by hostile foreign ideologies unnatural to and unhealthy for
“our People.”
Heathenry is more than just a set of religious beliefs and
practices. Heathenry is a world-view, or a way of looking at
things. It is a culture and a set of values that anyone can
benefit from, even if they are not particularly religious. So,
making sure non-Heathen spouses feel welcome and
included is an important part of getting families involved in
our Folkway. (KC Heathen, “Nine Worthy Steps to
Advance Heathenry”)
Does this emphasis on Heathenry as a “set of values that anyone can benefit from”
contradict the emphasis earlier on the “natural” ways of our “ancestral” folk? Or does this
“everyone” only apply relevantly within the bounds of “the Folk”?
In other cases, non-Heathen spouses do become Heathen
over time. Usually, interacting with other Heathens face-toface convinces them that Heathenry is a positive and
healthy belief system. Sometimes they see the positive
changes it makes in their Heathen spouse and this
convinces them to become practicing Heathens themselves.
But, this is something that is their decision, and it happens
in its own time. It requires a very intentional patience, as
well as a high level of communication and understanding to
smoothly transition a family in its entirety back to the
native ways of our People. (KC Heathen, “Nine Worthy
Steps to Advance Heathenry”)
Clearly that does not just involve anyone. “Everyone” is clearly not a part of “our
People,” otherwise the concept loses any real meaning, and certainly does not justify
capitalization. Clearly Stinson is talking about white/European families transitioning “in
[their] entirety back to the native ways of our people.” They must be part of “our People”
in the first place, in order to transition “back” to “our” ways.
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The Modern Heathen
Nothing in particular.
The Norse Mythology Blog
Nothing in particular.
Odinist News
Odinia’s project of revitalization is trying to breathe new life into a very
unpopular and politically incorrect mazeway. Claims of persecution and paranoia about
the threat of destruction and extinction can likewise be found in the discourses of völkisch
German nationalism. But where the German nationalists saw their threatened senses of
“national” identity as synonymous with their racial identification, Odinia distinguishes
between them; positioning “race” as a far greater and more important concern than the
incidental and contextual “nationality.”
The Odinist News (Odinia) and the Asatru Folk Assembly Blog (Stephen
McNallen) both heavily emphasize racial/ethnic nationalism and the unique
“peoplehood” of (northern) Europeans (though their projects are very distinct from one
another and are relatable to the distinction Gardell makes between “white supremacists”
and “white separatists.” Rather than working to revitalize a pre-Christian religion these
blogs pursue active projects of ethno-racial nationalist identity construction/revitalization.
They are revitalizing (in different and conflicting ways) the völkisch ideologies
(mazeways) of nineteenth century scientific racism in a social context which views such
racial projects with skeptical disdain at best. While Odinia takes unrepentant pride in the
older white-supremacist model on The Odinist News (she is explicit that she thinks whites
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are superior) McNallen takes a much more diplomatic/market-savvy approach, re-casting
the old (and politically incorrect) project of racial nationalism into one of a right to
survival by a persecuted and threatened indigenous ethnic identity.
The Path of Odin
Nothing, except maybe McNallen’s reputation (unsuccessfully).
McNallen’s The Path of Odin is focused on revitalizing McNallen’s personal
image. There is no folkishness, no Odinism, no discussion of race (not even
euphemistically). The effort was clearly a failure, and was abandoned (but still remains
online).
Mark Stinson’s Kansas City Heathen blog is very similar to the Asatru Folk
Assembly Blog in its orientation and identity project; unsurprising in that Stinson was a
former member and “folkbuilder” of the AFA. Stinson is even more euphemistic and
vague than McNallen in defining what “people” he is referring to with his uses of “the
Folk” and “us”/”we.” He gives enough clues here and there that he is definitely talking
about a racial group, and not simply the Heathens who are drawn to his group or ideas. In
the end, it is clear that (like McNallen and Odinia) he is talking about the white race. His
constant vagueness of reference however can mislead even anti-racist readers to
misunderstand his agenda. He does not talk explicitly about race, or even about ethnicity.
The Ásatrú Blog (Ale Glad) presents a “Universalist” identification (opposed to
linking Heathenry and race) while sneaking in Folkish ideas and mazeway elements
under cover (or possibly inadvertently). Glad argues for a cultural (i.e., ethnic) logic
rather than a racial logic, even emphasizing the particularity of his own Swedish351

American heritage and social location in contrast to the generic “Norse” identification of
many Heathens. However, he continues to use language (discussed further below) which
suggests a common membership of Heathens (and readers of his blog) in a shared
peoplehood, with common ancestors and cultural background. This may be accidental,
but (especially combined with his very, very frequent use of the word “folk”) it
undermines his emphasis on cultural/ethnic particularity. In the end he may be pursuing
the “ethnic project” of McNallen and Stinson. If so, he is even more subtle and evasive
than Stinson.
The blog A Modern Heathen (Scott Mohnkern) is more Pagan in orientation,
specifically “Northern (European) Pagan.” The revitalization project, if any, would seem
to be reclaiming the “heathen” label from Ásatrúar in favor of a more “Northern
Tradition” orientation. Mohnkern distances himself from Ásatrú, and is associated (on the
blog) with other Northern Tradition pagans such as Raven Kaldera and Galina Krasskova.
This distancing project is not heavily emphasized however, and the blog is largely
devoted to runic mysticism and divination practice.
The Troth Blog has competing authors, and so competing projects/mazweways.
John Mainer’s highly individualist identification project uses a great deal of Folkish
language, even as he appears to be in a relationship with a black woman (Geri Farmer).
He argues against the value of racial diversity, insisting that the only real diversity that
matters is that between individuals. The “Urglaaue poster” (maybe Robert Schriever) has
some Folkish usages (even using the German “Völk” on one occasion). The overall
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project, however, seems to be one of political correctness and diversity, even if that
diversity includes a little folkishness.
Norse Mythology Blog takes a more social-activism approach, presenting itself as
enlightened/educated and working (in the name and image of Thor) for a better world.
Karl Seigfried’s revitalization project seems to be framing Heathenry as a non-racist,
gender egalitarian, cultured, and educated religious movement, a religious movement as
legitimate and worthy of respect as any mainstream religion.
Which peoplehood is being pursued? (European, White, Northfolk, Germanic, etc.)
This question has already been addressed to some degree in the section above, on
what is being revitalized. Odinia, McNallen (at least on the AFA Blog), and Stinson are
pursuing a white racial identification. Odinia explicitly, McNallen and Stinson with
varying degrees of euphemism, vaguery, and discursive tacking. On his abortive Path of
Odin, McNallen studiously avoids references to peoplehood, or any sort of racial or
ethnic identification.
Ale Glad’s Ásatrú Blog pushes for cultural/ethnic identification, but continues to
make use of ambiguous language with possible counter-meanings, either a slip of
language or a subtle nod to racialist understandings hidden within on otherwise
“universalist” discourse. Glad may be engaging in the same sort of subtlety and tacking
language used by McNallen, Stinson, and perhaps Mohnkern. Or, he may be accidentally
using such common and widespread language without the illocutionary intent of
conveying Folkish ideas as the norm.
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Scott Mohnkern’s Modern Heathen makes no mention of the subject of race, and
on the surface appears to have no peoplehood project. However, his emphasis on
“Northern European” identification subtly evokes whiteness, and his praise for the Odinic
Rite as being central to the challenges to the original racialism and sexism of prior
“Northern European religion” raises questions about his relationship to Folkish and/or
Odinist racial logics (Modern Heathen, “Return to an Old Book”).
The Troth Blog has generally sought a politically correct posture that evades
discussing racial identification, except for occasional disclaimers of “racism.” Individual
posters have taken other positions, ranging from explicitly anti-racist to more
conventional projects of subtle “ethnic” identification. These projects are often combined
with an appeal to individualism, or immediate family and social circle association. The
organization’s emphasis on the word “Germanic” and use of phrases like “our Northern
European ancestors” conveys the idea of whiteness, whether intended or not. Regardless
of disclaimers of racism and explicit claims of inclusion, “Germanic” and “Northern
European” are still going to mean “white” to most people.
Norse Mythology Blog has no explicit peoplehood project. Voicing opposition to
racism and sexism, Seigfried focuses more on presenting a cultured and educated,
“respectable” face for U.S. Heathenry. His identification project is more focused on
“religious” identification than racial, ethnic, or even cultural identification. However, the
word “Norse” in the title and the focus on discussing Scandinavian folklore and
Scandinavian themed folk music ties him (perhaps unavoidably, like all other Heathens)
to a perlocutionary sense of whiteness.
354

Heathenry and Whiteness
Heathenry is not simply a “white supremacist” movement. It is, however, a
substantially white movement. There are non-white Heathens, but the cognitive value, the
social capital, provided by Heathenry, the social imaginary in which it allows its
participants to dwell, is a conception of community and self which is most useful to
contemporary white people. It provides a sense of the world and one’s place in it (a
broad, simple definition for religion) that either distances white people from the
communal “sins”/debts (scyld in emic Heathen terminology) of their colonial (Christian)
ancestors (or justifies them), while providing an identity peg on which to hang a
meaningful sense of self. Such a framework can be used (and modified or added to) in
many ways.
What is the relationship between Heathenry and white ethno-nationalism/racism
that we cannot seem to escape? Where does this connection come from? How does it
work? And what might we be able to do about it?
The nature of whiteness, supported by its history and ongoing structure, is that of
imperial/colonial dominance. Whiteness as a category assumes (and insists upon)
dominance. This cognitive structure causes a great deal of difficulties, not only for those
(white or otherwise) who object to such colonial projects, but also for those who happen
to be white and do not wish to live their lives subsumed with guilt. These may, of course,
be the same people (as perhaps in my case), but there are many white people who seem
unaware of (or perhaps unconcerned with) the colonial structures of the white race. These
later individuals (whom I would estimate to include the majority of white people today)
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are heavily represented within Heathenry. I would even go so far as to say that they are
drawn to Heathenry because it offers cognitive tools with which to combat “white guilt.”
Stephen McNallen of the AFA Blog, Odinia of Odinist News, and Scott Monkhern
of the Modern Heathen, like many other Heathens, present Heathenry as the religion of
“Europeans.” This invokes the white race, whether intentionally or otherwise. Who else
are “the European People”? Certainly not the contemporary European Union. Likewise,
they certainly are not talking about ancient (or contemporary) Greeks. Celebrating a
heritage from Europe is not necessarily bad. This is not inherently supremacist or racist.
Unless European heritage means the same thing as white in your head (which it will tend
to for most people). What we now call Europe was, in the time of the Elder Heathen, not
a unified collective identity. To be European was not the way someone would have
identified themselves, nor a way they would have been identified by others. The relevant
categories of identification were much smaller, more localized. Tribal identities among
the heathen “barbarians” in the North were hardly comparable or overlapping with the
hierarchical, center/periphery logic of the actively expanding and conquering
Christendom in the South, the logic with which we are all now more familiar. It is the
logic to which we have all been subjected by the conquests of Christendom and “The
West.”
One of my goals in this dissertation is to address the overlap of white racial
identification and Heathen religious identification without exoticizing the interaction.
Academic accounts of Heathenry, especially those which deal heavily with the race issue,
tend to present Heathenry as a bizarre, marginal group. Perhaps that is the case, but
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claiming that Heathen racial attitudes are marginal and unusual is far from accurate.
Heathens rely on the very same racial frames and racial concepts that shape the rest of
U.S. society; they may put their own spins on them, but they are built with the same
materials which all white Americans have on-hand (see discussion of Omi and Winant
and racial projects in Chapter Five). Heathens may be bizarre and marginal, but their
emphasis on race is certainly not. I want to look at how mainstream racial projects are
adapted and used, struggled over and contested within the field of Heathen religion.
Is it possible (or even meaningfully conceivable) to counteract/escape the
distinctions we think of as “race”? Certainly, the pre-Christian northern Europeans (the
Elder Heathen) did not think of themselves as “white.” It seems clear that they did not
have any sense of themselves as having any sort of common “European” identity.
However, this does not change the fact that we have lumped “European” and “white”
together (in ambiguous and contestable ways of course). The fact that I am of primarily
European ancestry makes me quite clearly “white.” That is not escapable, and I am
clearly distinguishable from those who are just as clearly “black.” Though, even here
there are many ambiguous boundary-cases, people who can “pass” for one even while
identifying (or being identified) as the other.
Beyond such clear distinctions, however, the obviousness of the categories starts
to break down. Contemporary U.S. culture tends to see Jewish people as white (though
that was not the case until very recently). There are still a substantial minority of people
however (such as Odinia), who insist on Jews being a distinct and essentialized racial
other to “whiteness.” I have a number of Indian (Native American) acquaintances who
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easily “pass” as white. They have European ancestry, but also Native Ancestry, and they
identify culturally with the traditions and cultures of their Indian Heritage (to one degree
or another). How “white” are they? Do they have a degree of whiteness? Is “white” an
all-or-nothing category (as many folkish and white supremacist/separatist perspectives
would have it)? The same issue comes up in regard to my Latino/a friends and
acquaintances. Light-skinned Cubans and Mestizo/as and/or Chicano/as can and do pass
as white folks in many contexts (but in other contexts are clearly labeled as and set apart
as “Mexicans” or “Hispanics”). Are they in the same category as those who are obviously
“Mexicans” (whatever their actual ethnic/national background)?
To a substantial degree, I am a prototypical “white American.” I have pale skin
and “Euro”/“Anglo” features, lighter brown hair and blue eyes. I identify primarily with
my English and German ancestry, but I was also raised with adamant and proud
reminders of the few Indians in my bloodline. The real possibility of “black” ancestors is
very much played down, however (to the point of being totally ignored). If a “drop of
black blood” is enough to make me black, then I could be. Culturally speaking (and
“ethnically” in the technical sense), however, I am as white as you get.
Therein lies one of the real ambiguities about whiteness. Perhaps this is one of the
reasons that whiteness is such an emotional issue that makes people so defensive and so
angry so very, very quickly. If there is something to the category of race, if there really is
a biological (and spiritual for Folkish Heathens) difference in the body that has
comparatively little to do with culture or learning, then a great deal of those who “pass”
for white, who think they are white, really are not. On the other hand, if we adopt a
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different logic, some of those who insist they are not white (such as my light-skinned
Cuban friends, or mixed-blood Native Americans) might actually be. If even we cannot
tell if we are white, and being white is somehow important, then it suddenly becomes
very important to convince other people that we are (or are not). And we would get very
defensive about defending those fictional boundaries, boundaries of which even we are
not really sure, but that we consider very, very important.
We can see many Heathen discourses tacking back and forth between ideas of
cultural diversity or indigenous rights and ideologies that frame the white race as the
ideal of both history and the natural world. By doing so, Stephen McNallen, Mark
Stinson, and others who engage in such projects can present a project of white American
ethno-nationalism as a variety of endangered particularity, another of the “indigenous”
cultures threatened by the dominance of a world mono-culture. This project makes
celebrating and encouraging a white racial identity look like arguing for the survival of a
Native American tribe in the face of destruction by colonization.
The problem here is that white racial identification is historical. It is “fictional” in
an objective sense, but very real and influential in social, cognitive, and political senses.
Whiteness as a racial category is not simply one category among others. At least it never
has been and is very, very unlikely to be today in practice because of the precedents and
patterns of centuries worth of cultural norms and habits.
One of the frequently noted characteristics of white racial identity is its
invisibility/neutrality. White people very seldom have cause or occasion to think of
themselves as white, and are often uncomfortable or defensive when the fact that they
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have a race is pointed out to them. White is considered “normal,” so that there is
(generally) no need to specify the racial identity of a white person when pointing them
out (as is often done with people who are not white).
Heathenry does not particularly change this, though it does provide a context for
discussing racialized identities for many white people who might otherwise never be
confronted with the issue in any meaningful way. It is not surprising that the discussion is
uncomfortable and contentious, nor is it surprising that many Heathens use Heathenry as
an “optional ethnicity,” something they can put on when they want to be exotic or
different, but take back off (and not mention) when they simply want to be a “normal”
(a.k.a. “white”) person (Waters 1990; Snook 2006, 61).
The pursuit of an indigenous identity by Heathens is another way in which
Heathenry has the potential to disrupt the norms of whiteness. Ideally the claiming of a
colonized indigenousness should provide a cause for common ground with colonized
minority groups. There is some degree of celebration of other indigenous identities and
supporting of indigenous fights for survival and autonomy, so long as they do not infringe
on the privileges of “normal” Americans.
The colonized nature of white Heathens is, in fact, very different from that of
other colonized peoples. The logic of race was developed and incorporated into the
European imperialist projects after the elder Heathen had already been defeated and
absorbed into Christendom. “White” people were, by definition, part of the imperial core.
They were the Christians against the heathen savages and primitives of the various other
races. Since the adoption of racial logics, conquered peoples are no longer so easily
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incorporated into the Imperial core. Even when they converted to Christianity they
remained racially other. No such handicap marked the conquered heathen of Old
Europe… nor do we find such a difficulty among contemporary white Americans
(whether they be Christian or Heathen).
Though it is hardly unusual for white Americans to not be Christian in the modern
world, it is more uncommon for white identities to be attached so directly to a theology
and cultural worldview so distinct from that of the white Christian colonizers. Like the
preceding two potential disruptors of whiteness, however, this is not sufficient to ensure a
challenge to the social structures of white dominance and privilege (even for those whites
who suffer subjugation under those more privileged). Part of the appeal, in fact, of
Heathenry for many white Supremacists and Separatists is quite likely the fact that
Christianity is no longer so easy to understand as the distinct provenance of white folks.
In this sense, rejecting Christianity is not so much a challenge to whiteness as it is an
example of whiteness moving on past the spent and no longer useful Church(es).
My concern here is that the folkish ideologies (with the racial underpinnings that
are now so essential to them) are being normalized among Heathenry as a whole. I worry
that these racialist logics are being perpetuated and popularized among contemporary
Heathens by means of the discursive tacking between / combining elements of
postcolonial indigenous political discourse with a distinct white racial identification that
has traditionally been framed in terms of inherent superiority. McNallen and many other
Folkish ideologues (most?) insist that they are not talking about supremacy, that that is
not their concern. Rather, they insist, their projects are about the survival and health of a
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distinct and irreplaceable “people” who have a particular religion, Heathenry/Ásatrú in
their genes. They articulate a profoundly biological view of culture, a view in which all
that is truly meaningful in culture depends less on what you know and who your
cultural/social ancestors were (what Herder meant by “Völker”), and more on who your
biological ancestors were. This distinction has traditionally been called race. They cannot
be “our Ancestors” if they are not the same ancestors that we all share: a biological,
racial link.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions: Heathenry, Revitalization, and Identity
Heathenry is in most respects a perfect example of Wallace’s model of
revitalization movements. As he suggests, the variations from and deviance within the
model gives useful insights to the particular case of Heathenry. Revitalization, according
to Anthony Wallace, is a deliberate attempt by people to change the cognitive and
practical nature of their culture, to change a society that has failed to function in a way
that makes it less stressful/difficult to understand/live with/react to. He lays out a
“processual outline” of the stages through which such a process progresses, proposing
that such a model occurs worldwide and probably throughout history.
However, Revitalization is hardly a new theory (produced in the 1950s) and was
built upon assumptions and theory no longer prevalent in the fields of cultural studies.
Michael Harkin (2004) reports a number of concerns that have been voiced about the
model over the decades since its introduction. One issue is that when Wallace produced
the revitalization model, Anthropology promoted and admired holistic, more functionalist
approaches to culture, whereby complex phenomenon could be explained and accounted
for with just a few principles (Harkin, xviii). Another issue he points out is that
revitalization has been strongly linked with Aberle’s (1966) concept of “deprivation.”
While this may account for some models of revitalization, other accounts have
challenged the centrality of deprivation. Joel Martin, for example, points out that
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“deprivation” may help account for what he calls “Fall” or “Winter” revitalization
movements, in which revitalizers have lost something and are trying to cope; but that
there are also “Spring” and “Summer” forms of revitalization, in which the need to
revise/replace ones mazeway comes because of increased resources and/or social power
rather than any sort of deprivation (Martin 2004). He points out that “colonizers as well
as the colonized need revitalization movements” (Martin 2004, 67). The third issue raised
by Harkin is that the revitalization model relies on “a linear, stochastic model of social
process” (2004, xxx). The model proposes a singular model of process, contrary to more
contemporary cultural theories of plurality and contestation of meaning.
All three of these concerns with revitalization can be corrected or at least
mitigated by combination with a Bourdieusian fields based approach. Combined with
Bourdieu’s praxicology, the process of revitalization can be understood to be a back-andforth process of negotiation and transformation based in the creation, application,
marketing, and negotiation of cultural, social, and symbolic forms of capital. This
negotiation and transformation would be accomplished by means of the manipulation of
varying species of symbolic and cultural capital (such as the “religious capital” of Stark
and Finke, Iannacone, and Verter’s “spiritual capital” (Verter 2003)) by not just religious
elites like “prophets,” but also by the rank and file members and participants, who
compete for symbolic/discursive position in and between multiple fields of both religious
and non-religious nature. In David Aberle’s classification of social movements,
Heathenry would classify as “redemptive” rather than reformative, in that it does not seek
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change in the society at large, but rather pursues change within a subset of society
(Aberle 1966).
Heathenry fits Wallace’s conceptions of a nativist and revivalist revitalization
movement seeking to revive an old, defeated way of seeing the world (and the self) in
order to produce a more satisfying cultural reality. At first glance, Heathenry seems to be
an almost ideal fit for the model: a movement to revitalize/reconstruct an ancient lost
tradition. In many respects, it looks much like Wallace’s own prototypical example of a
revitalization movement: Handsome Lake’s revival/modifications to the Iroquois
traditions (Wallace 1972). Both involve an indigenous, pre-Christian tradition and ways
of life, assaulted and (nearly) destroyed by the combination of Christian missionary
activities and national or racial projects of imperial expansion. Both seek to reach back,
beyond the Christian conquests to a time when their respective peoples were strong,
independent, and powerful. As Wallace point out, though, the reconstruction is always
incomplete / altered from its previous condition. When looking at Heathenry as a
revitalization movement, it is important to consider exactly what it is that is being
revitalized. As a reconstructionist movement, what is really being reconstructed?
While Heathenry shares several characteristics with Handsome Lake’s
“Longhouse Movement,” there are some substantial difference between them. For one
thing, Handsome Lake was reviving/adapting a society that still existed. The Heathen
revitalizations of the 1970s U.S. and nineteenth century Germany, on the other hand, both
claimed a much more distant, and thus inevitably much more imaginary precedent and
source for their revivals.
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The revivalism of Handsome Lake involved not just the revival of Iroquois
spirituality and cult, but also the dramatic alteration of these things to be more compatible
with and supportive of the ideals (especially the moral and social organization of them) of
the Christian missionaries and European invaders. The same can be seen, as Wallace’s
model predicts, in Heathenry. Elements of racial and national identification projects
which arose well after the Christian conversion have become central to many of the
contemporary Heathen projects of revival/revitalization. The concept of “race” as a
biological speciation of humanity, the idea that “Germanic” could be a physically
inherited thing, the very conception of “white” as an essential category of identification;
all of these are results of the collapse of Christendom as a relevant identity, the rise of
nation states in Europe, and the developments of nineteenth century scientific racism. If
Christian vs. Heathen was no longer a sufficiently meaningful way to distinguish the
people of Europe from Others and provide “Europeans” with a common shared
identification, then another such category of distinction was apparently felt necessary.
The struggle to sort out and define precisely what the racial differences were between
“whites”/”Europeans”/”Christians” and everyone else by means of scientific
measurements and analysis dominated much of the scientific and cultural efforts of the
era for Europeans who were horrified by the collapse of the religious logics that once
clearly justified their cultural practices of assumed global superiority and imperial
expansion. Where this was once justified by means of converting the “savages” to a
unified Christianity, when increasing numbers of these “primitives” adopted Christianity,
increasing numbers of Europeans began to question and challenge Christianity, and even
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Christians themselves became less clear on what Christianity meant and who was in
charge (the Protestant Reformation if not the earlier Great Schism between Eastern and
Western Christendom). Instead, “European” dominance over the world began to be
understood in racial (rather than religious) terms, as “the white man’s burden.”
Which again raises the question of what exactly is being revitalized by the various
Heathen revivalist projects: Are they reviving pre-Christian “religious” and cultural
models and ideals? Or are they reviving the nineteenth century conceptions of racial
essentialism? Though many Heathens go to great efforts to reconstruct the destroyed
religions and cultures of the pre-Christian past, in very substantial cognitive and socially
structuring ways they/we are contributing to a revitalization of a battered and bruised
conception of white-nationalism. I am proposing that there are at least three projects of
revitalization, often overlapping, going on here:
1) A project seeking to reconstruct elements of the pre-Christian religions of
northern-Europe.
2) A project seeking to reconstruct and revitalize a not quite dead, but no longer
politically correct movement of white (~ “Germanic”) supremacy and nationalism.
3) A project to revitalize and re-validate white male identities within a
multicultural society where their once taken for granted status is slipping.
The attempts to scientifically distinguish between human races eventually came to
the widespread conclusion that human beings were not, in fact, distinctly speciated, that
we were actually one species, not many. This development however (which eventually
lead to such dramatic cultural transformations as the Civil War, the Civil Rights
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Movement, and other efforts to erase the old beliefs in human speciation) had the same
effect on “white” identification that the processes leading to and resulting from the
Protestant Reformation had on “Christian” identification. The transformations resulted in
both of these identity categories losing a lot of their previous value, or at least becoming
more complicated and conflicted in value.
Through a qualitative analysis of a number of contemporary Heathen blogs I will
demonstrate the centrality of Germanic racial nationalism to many of the Heathen
projects of revitalization, and the (limited) resistance to the revival and re-legitimizing of
this currently very politically incorrect (yet still quite prevalent) model of viewing one’s
place and role in the world. Multiple projects direct how these differing blog authors
approach the issue of what revitalizing Heathenry means. For some the revitalization of
Heathenry centrally depends upon the revitalization of a failing and often politically
incorrect racial identity, often through a minor reworking of the völkisch philosophies
that underlay twentieth century German nationalism. For some it is about a love of family
and the generation who came before. For some, an American cultural identity that seems
increasingly unable to spare the privileged place for them that it used to. For some,
Heathenry is about pursuing a healthy relationship with nature (however that concept is
variably defined). For some it is a chance to fight for minority rights (often particularly
for those who might have trouble finding a minority status otherwise!). In all cases this is
a struggle over political power, the power to define the terms of debate and to be the
identifier rather than the identified.
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While Heathenry provides a good example of a revitalization movement, it differs
from the cases investigated by Wallace (the Iroquois, for example) in that the historical
and cultural distances between the current day revivers and the idealized model being
revitalized necessitates that intermediary categories (including intermediary subcultures
and ideologies) and ideals of identity/identification must stand in as intermediaries for the
ideal ancient Heathen identity being imaginatively and contentiously “revived.” Stated
more bluntly: For many Heathens, white racial identity is at least as important, often
more so, than any relationship with spiritual beings, religious practices, or cultural
identities.
Both Handsome Lake and the various Heathen revivalists have been very creative
in synthesizing their inherited and idealized traditions with the dominant ideals, practices,
and beliefs of the cultural contexts they found themselves in. In the case of Handsome
Lake, he was born and raised in a culture/society that had been forcefully subjugated and
virtually destroyed in his lifetime. He was raised in a religious environment and structure
of beliefs and social practices that he watched crumble and cease to work in front of his
eyes. His prophetic career was based in a creative synthesis of his traditional ways with
those of the invaders who had all but destroyed his previous culture and way of life. In
many respects (marriage, life-style, economics, ethics, etc.) he in fact largely discarded
the old ways, in preference for the things the Christian conquerors insisted on. The result
was a deliberately Christian-safe “cultural practice” which deliberately retained elements
of pre-Christian religious and cultural identities. His prophetic social project managed to
replace much of his indigenous culture with Christian and/or European culture while still
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maintaining a functional communal identity and positive shared relationship with the
community’s past (Wallace, 1972).
In nineteenth century “Germany” both before and after the formal dissolution of
the Holy Roman Empire by Francis II in 1806 (and along with it the (already very
strained) conception of “Christendom” as a political body), the one-time heart of the
Empire, the conceptual heart of “Europe,” had lost their sense of identity and value in the
world. Their purpose and focus seemed lost as the cultural centers of European and
activity and cultural identification moved outward to France, Italy, and elsewhere.
They had come to associate themselves with the term “German.” This was a side
effect of the generations of political battling between the Popes and Emperors. During the
Investiture Controversy of the late eleventh century, Pope Gregory VII refused to refer to
Emperor Henry IV as “Emperor of Rome,” instead calling him “King of the Germans”
(Germania having been the term for the northern ethno-geographic regions of what we
now call Europe used by the ancient Roman and Greek cultures). These ancient
“Germanic” cultures had been deliberately eradicated and any traces of them were largely
vilified as culturally backward if not actively satanic, until the conflicts between the Pope
and Emperor brought the concept of “German” back out into the light. Henry, rather than
being cowed and defeated by such a verbal ploy, simply added the title to his list, calling
himself “the Emperor of Rome and King of the Germans.” By the end of the fifteenth
century the Empire was known as “The Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation.”
Thus, when the “German” emperors moved the cultural and political centers out of the
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northern reaches of Europe, the people there began feeling more and more lost, more and
more like they did not know who they were.
This is where first Herder, and then the Grimm Brothers, stepped in (among many
others) to try to create a sense of common peoplehood for a “people” caught in a manyway tug-of-war between developing nation states all over the region. They settled on the
once vilified as primitive “Germanic” identity, and began to gather folklore from old
villagers, mythology from dusty old tomes, and cultural traditions from any source which
could be wielded naturally and organically into a distinct people, a people who knew who
they were.
The impetus to revive a “German Religion” from this long-dead mythology to
resist the hostile southern Christian invader in the name of German freedom was not far
behind. This early revival of what, by my contemporary definitions would be called
Heathenry, was based in an active political project, over multiple generations, to create a
grounded sense of identity for a “people” (or, from another perspective to create a people
where there had not been one). They were trying to change their culture (in Wallace’s
terms) to produce one that diminished their “stress” with the world by giving them a
grounded sense of identity in it.
This is much like the circumstances of the Iroquois studied by Wallace. The
Iroquois Confederation was a major power of the region before the foundation of the
United States. Being Iroquois meant being powerful and privileged. When Iroquois
culture collapsed under the weight of colonialism, however, the privileged, powerful
identity instead became a liability. An identification which had once provided certainty
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and confidence quite suddenly became dysfunctional and detrimental. The powerful
society who defined their own terms and made their own meanings suddenly became a
broken, defeated group defined, despite themselves, by outsider others (European
colonizers).
The contemporary situation of Heathenry too is one of adaptation to a loss of
identity, a shifting of the social grounds of identification that leaves individual lives with
a conflicted or lost sense of meaning, a lack of purpose in what they do. At first it can be
confusing to sort out the stresses involved. What exactly is it that contemporary
Heathenry is trying to resolve? What are the problems to which it is responding? There is,
of course, more than one answer. Not all Heathens are pursuing the same project.
Application to Myth of Contemporary Origins
McNallen’s Ásatrú movement is clearly a self-conscious attempt to create a more
satisfying culture. He, and those who follow after him, seek to revive the pre-Christian
religions of their perceived ancestors. Without doubt, this fits into Wallace’s revitalization
model, and the on the face of it, the correspondence of Wallace’s processual steps and
McNallen’s efforts seem very straightforward.
Perhaps the ultimate act of resistance is to build a new
culture, one that works in harmony with the Earth, and
which allows us the reality, rather than the illusion, of
freedom. That, as I see it, is the primary task of Asatru in
this century. (Asatru Folk Assembly Blog, “Frey, the
Harvest, and Us”)
The steady state (Wallace’s Processual Step I) would appear to be conceived by
McNallen as the period before Christianity, when “we” were still in our natural,
uninterrupted condition. This mythic steady state is the goal of his revitalization, to allow
372

“Eurofolk” / white people to return to their natural/proper religion and culture. His
articulation of the stress (Step II) that necessitated revitalization was of the culture
destroying mono-culture of Christian imperial expansion, which destroyed “our”
appreciation for the natural world, our own selves, and our true/proper gods, goddesses,
and spirits. The period of cultural distortion (Step III) is therefore a very long one from
McNallen’s articulation. He suggests that “we” have been dysfunctional slaves to a
hostile and foreign system for a thousand years or more. This begs the question of what
might have happened more recently to spark such a need for revitalization… stresses
initiated and fully developed a thousand years ago seem unlikely to have sparked a 1970s
social movement without some sort of more recent impetus. This observation suggests
that we should perhaps look elsewhere, not only for more recent stresses that might have
motivated a revitalization movement, but for a more recent steady state as well, one to
which McNallen and his fellow Ásatrúar look back with nostalgia and desire (as I will
investigate further below).
The process of revitalization started with McNallen’s efforts to consciously and
intentionally reconstruct his inherited mazeway (step 1 (within the larger Step IV)).
Whether or not it is appropriate to call Stephen McNallen a “prophet,” he did develop an
inspired new way to understand his place and role in his world. He began to communicate
this “vision” to others (step 2), which eventually led to the formation of an organization
(step 3) the Viking Brotherhood.
The adaptation phase (step 4) of McNallen’s revitalization of Heathenry comes
into full swing when his new movement makes contact with the Heathenry that already
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existed. His original vision is immediately forced into competition with the already
existing Odinist movements that already represented Heathenry, not just in the U.S., but
globally. He had to negotiate and explain the relationships and interactions of these two
forms of Heathenry. By all accounts it was a difficult and fraught encounter. In the end
McNallen was largely persuaded by / converted to the older, more “mainstream” project
of the Odinists. His increased focus on spirituality and personal relationships with
Heathen gods and goddesses caught on among at least some Odinists, as did his
realization that a blatant, old fashioned völkisch project would be hard to sell to a
twentieth century U.S. audience. Insisting that his “Folkish” (the same word, just in a
different language) project was somehow new, ignoring and denying where possible the
older branch of Heathenry, he sometimes managed to present his form of Heathenry as a
project of postcolonial indigenous pro-ethnic-diversity.
Cultural transformation (step 5) and routinization (step 6) are at best in process
and incomplete. There have, most definitely, been transformations on sub-cultural levels,
but Heathenry of any variety still remains under the threshold of mainstream cultural
consciousness or direct influence of the larger U.S. society.
Another Perspective on Revitalization and Heathenry
The question about initial stressors, what motivated or set off the revitalization of
Heathenry in the 1970s, led me to investigate another possibility. What if the
revitalization of Heathenry was not so much based on reviving pre-Christian
identification, but white identification? What if the revitalization of Heathenry pursued by
McNallen and others was actually an effort to reclaim/redefine what it meant to be white
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in the United States, using concepts of postcolonialism and pagan spirituality to justify
and support a racial identification that had become problematic rather than clearly
valuable?
From this new perspective, the processual structure looks a little different, and
both a great deal more complicated and much more revealing.
I. Steady State
Until the Civil Rights movement, being “white” in the United States was largely
synonymous with being “American.” Non-whites were widely and comfortably
understood as lesser members of society, kept in their lesser places by social and legal
structures which some people certainly objected to, but which were by and large
“normal.” This mazeway relieved a great many stresses for those who qualified as white,
providing security, status, value, etc. Obviously other means were necessary for nonwhites which eventually led to radical and drastic changes in society (by means of
revitalization movements focused on transforming civil rights).
II. Increased Individual Stress
With the dramatic cultural transformations of the 1960s and 70s people who
understood themselves as white inevitably began to experience greater stresses than they
had been accustomed to. Instead of being the legitimately privileged and high-status
Americans, they became (slowly and with great conflict, fighting, violence, debates, etc.)
simply one category of Americans among others. Most, of course, attempted to hold onto
their understanding of themselves as the prototypical “norm” of Americans, but this
project was heavily contested and was often even flipped on its head. Rather than simply
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being Americans, white identification often came to be presented as a category of
oppressors and villains. Like the “Germans” of the Holy Roman Empire or the Iroquois
in the early United States, with the Civil Rights Movement, white Americans lost the
ability to unilaterally identify themselves, and began having to accept the identifications
(non-white) others were placing on them as well.
III. Cultural Distortion
The “Crisis of White Identity” identified by Howard Winant (Winant 1994) can
leave U.S. whites flailing metaphysically. White people are now struggling to make sense
of a world in which they can no longer simply be “normal” or “Americans” without
challenge and ambiguity. The era of the full-blown Civil Rights movement was clearly a
period of intense cultural distortion. The common-sense realities (parts of the mazeway)
which had ruled beforehand were turned on their head, if not thrown entirely out. Whites
in the United States had been forced to give up their particular heritages, their
nationalities and ethnicities, their native languages and cultural practices, in order to
become unproblematically “normal” white Americans (Waters 1990). Now the lack of
these things was suddenly a liability rather than a benefit. If it was no longer enough to
just be “American” (a.k.a. if other people with heritages and ethnicities were suddenly
“Americans” too) then who were they/we? Suddenly we whites seemed a people without
a past, a population without a history, with no heritage or culture to call our own, except
for the romantic “traditional Americana” which it now appeared was being stolen from us
by these “new” non-white Americans.
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IV. Revitalization
1. Mazeway Reformulation
In this understanding of the revitalization of Heathenry, there are multiple
“prophets” and multiple revitalizations, which then get mixed and melded together to
create a sometimes self-contradictory field(s) of discourse and practice. Among potential
others, the primary contemporary “prophets” most relevant to Heathenry in the United
States would be Else Christensen, Stephen McNallen, and perhaps their mediator Michael
“Valgard” Murray. If I were to extend my scope beyond the U.S. context, the list would
quickly double or triple in number.
Probably the earliest of these three “prophecies” was that of Else Christensen,
a.k.a “the Folkmother.” Else Christensen established the Odinist Fellowship along with
her husband Alex in Canada as an outlet for their Strasserite leaning National Socialism.
After Alex’s death, Christensen began working more actively with the religious elements
of Odinism, developing a following among American Odinists and spreading Heathenry
to new audiences on the continent. She adapted her Odinism slightly, by emphasizing
Scandinavian rather than German names for the gods and goddesses, but largely
transmitted the older tradition of Mills and the German völkisch movements.
Another version of Heathenry in the U.S. begins with a college student from
Breckenridge, Texas. Stephen McNallen was clearly feeling the crisis of white identity, a
lack of culture and heritage, as well as a sort of crisis of masculinity perhaps, when he
stumbled upon a novel called The Viking, by Edison Marshall (Kaplan 1996, 197).
Somehow, in one of those flashes of insight/visions that Wallace calls “prophecy,”
McNallen apparently realized that these were his ancestors, that this is where he had
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come from. These were his roots. This is where his sense of grounding, his foundation for
meaning could, should come. The timing of this revelation (late 1960s) matches very well
with the timing of intense cultural stress from the Civil Rights Movement.
McNallen had instituted a simple yet dramatic mazeway reformulation. He was no
longer a flailing nobody without a heritage or identity. Now he was a Viking! He
immediately joined the Army and headed off to explore his “warrior” heritage. This
initial step probably had at least as much to do with gender as with race. As discussed in
previous chapters, McNallen did not initially realize that there was a connection between
Heathenry and racial identity. Unlike Christensen’s ethnic/racial nationalist project,
McNallen’s initial formulation was distinctly religious and spiritual.
In addition to these two “prophets,” we might add a third, Michael Murray, who
had the entrepreneurial insight to combine the two in order to take advantage of the
strengths of each while trying to minimize their weaknesses. Murray had been a member
of the American Nazi Party, where he heard about Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship. He
joined the organization and worked his way up to the role of Vice President of the Group.
When he discovered McNallen’s group in Texas, however, Murray apparently realized
that McNallen’s non-racialist version of Heathenry had something substantial to offer,
something to add to the more traditional Odinism presented by Christensen. He joined the
original AFA sometime in the 1980s (Kaplan 1997, 20).
2. Communication
The Odinist Fellowship published a journal, The Odinist, which was distributed to
the list of existing Odinists that the Christensens had inherited from a previous group as
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well as the new followers the group recruited. McNallen’s initial group, the Viking
Brotherhood, appears to have been largely an in-person group. With re-organization into
the Asatru Free Assembly, however, came a journal, The Runestone, which provided for a
much broader exchange and distribution of ideas. Murray and the Asatru Alliance publish
the journal Vor Tru (“our traditions”) as well as maintaining the tradition of in-person
gatherings at the annual Allthings after the demise of the original AFA.
3. Organization
Christensen essentially took over the Odinist Fellowship from her husband Alex
after his death. The two of them had “inherited” the mailing list they originally marketed
the group to from National Socialist activists in the United States who had grown tired of
trying to work with A. Rudd Mills’s Odinist ideas. In 1969 or 1970 McNallen founded
“the Viking Brotherhood.” By most accounts, it was essentially a macho boys club, but
Melton mentions a woman as one of the two leaders (Pam Fults, McNallen’s then
girlfriend). At first, McNallen borrowed most of his ritual structure and practice from
Wicca (which was the conveniently available “pagan” religion, and heavily focused on
gender!).
Murray joined the Odinist Fellowship and became VP. He joined the AFA in the
80s and organized a kindred in Arizona (the Arizona Kindred). When McNallen withdrew
from the movement and shut down the original AFA, Murray essentially created a
replacement organization to fill the gap he had left. In many respects the Asatru Alliance
picked up where the AFA had left off.
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4. Adaptation
Almost immediately adaptations started being made to McNallen’s original
vision. Some of this involved research into what the Viking way of life (and religion) had
actually been like. Some of it was response to Odinists like Murray who found
McNallen’s new spin intriguing or appealing in some way. First of all, McNallen
transformed the “Viking Brotherhood” (the macho boy’s club) into the “Asatru Free
Assembly” (the original AFA) (based on reading the term in an academic text on Viking
religion) and shifted the focus to more spirituality and ceremonial worship. Murray (and
probably others) shifted McNallen from his masculinist Viking ethnicity to a more
“traditional” Folkish mazeway of embattled peoplehood (“The Folk”). Others then (per
Kaplan’s account of the controversial Allthing number 9 began to challenge the antiSemitism inherent in the Folkish approach. McNallen buckled under the pressure of these
controversies (or perhaps simply from financial pressures) and retired from his position
as “prophet,” shutting down the AFA.
Murray then picked up many, maybe even most, of the pieces left my McNallen’s
departure and created the Asatru Alliance. He and his new organization continued to hold
the annual Allthing (parliament/gathering) once hosted by McNallen and the AFA,
positioning themselves as the heirs to the collapsed organization. During this period the
two major U.S. Heathen organizations were the Troth (founded by Edred Thorsson),
which came to position itself against the Folkish ideology, and the Alliance, which
officially took no stance on the issue but provided an organizational “safe space” for it to
continue.
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McNallen returned to active Heathenry sometime in the early 90s, and in 1994
founded a new group called the “Asatru Folk Assembly” (the new AFA) to “reclaim”
Heathenry from the “liberals, affirmative action Asatrúers, black goðar [priests], and New
Agers” (Gardell 2003, 261), this time with the explicit identifier “Folk” in the group’s
name, leaving no ambiguity on where he stood on the Folkish vs. Universalist divide that
had developed in his absence. His return was more entrepreneurial than prophetic
however, marketing his more-spiritual and less explicitly racist brand of Heathenry
strategically within his cultural context. Now, however, there are a wide variety of
splinter groups and diverse interpretations of U.S. Heathenry. Not all call themselves
Ásatrú, but most are at least heavily influenced by McNallen’s contributions. McNallen is
not the powerful centralized “prophet” of Wallace’s model. Perhaps he gave that up when
he (temporarily) retired from the movement. Or, perhaps it was already moving beyond
him even then.
5. Cultural Transformation
It seems highly unlikely that Heathenry will ever gain the kind of cultural
resonance necessary to truly transform U.S. society. It is perhaps conceivable that the
U.S. would become a largely Heathen nation, but I certainly cannot conceive of such
happening in my lifetime. The dualist Monotheism of Christianity is so deeply ingrained
in U.S. culture that even avowed Atheists generally espouse a dualist Monotheistic view
of the world.
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There has certainly been a great deal of cultural transformation over the course of
contemporary Heathenry, however, and Heathenry was far from the only revitalization
addressing the loss of normal white culture.
6. Routinization
Routinization has clearly taken place however, regardless of the state of the
supposedly previous step of cultural transformation. The movement clearly does not need
McNallen to survive. Murray started the Asatru Alliance when McNallen stepped back
out of the spotlight. Likewise, Edred Thorsson founded the Troth. Kaplan discusses the
idea of routinization of charisma directly in relation to the Troth, which has routinized
sufficiently to survive Thorsson being driven out of his own organization due to
controversies regarding his involvement with sadomasochism and Satanism (Kaplan
1996, 210-11; Gardell 2003, 164). Else Christensen died in 2005. According to an
announcement from the Odinic Rite, their organization absorbed her Odinist Fellowship
when she retired at the age of 91 (~2004) (“Else Christensen Officially Retired”).
McNallen as of May 1, 2016 has again stepped down from actively leadership of the
AFA, taking the title “Alsherjargothi” (~high-priest). This time, however, he has allowed
for a new leadership to take his place. As discussed in the introduction to this chapter,
they seem to be taking a different approach than he did. Michael “Valgard” Murray is still
listed as the “Alsherhjargothi” (~high-priest) of the Asatru Alliance. In his retirement
letter on the AFA Facebook page, McNallen notes as well that Valgard Murray has
“turned over most of his power and responsibilities to others,” and says, “It’s time for me
to do the same” (ibid).
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V. New Steady State
If the goal of Heathenry were understood as changing society as a whole, then this
is probably not something attainable in the foreseeable future. If we look more broadly at
the changes in culture, though, we can see the current popularity of “colorblind” racial
projects as highly compatible with the revitalization of Heathenry. If the goal is the
revitalization of white status, I might argue that the new steady sate is one in which
“white” people are just another race out of many, and about whom it is just as impolite to
talk in racial terms as anyone else. Rather than the position of “normality” and cultural
dominance which many still so strongly hold onto, public discourse is prone to see even
mentioning race as rude, taboo. This view allows Heathens to see what they are doing as
simply finding a culture for themselves the same way other ethnicities (i.e., “races”) have
done for themselves. This view, however, takes no account of continuing structural
imbalances between racial categories, nor the cognitive structure of whiteness itself,
which is not about being one among many but rather being the one “good” race in a sea
of inferiors. Truly achieving such a state would quite probably necessitate the
destruction/abandonment of the current cognitive and social structures of whiteness, a
truly daunting and unlikely prospect. On the other hand, marginalization itself can serve
as a steady state, especially for Odinists who define themselves as lone wolf outsiders
who exist to combat and resist the dominant culture.
Wallace’s revitalization model is a model of social change, and it describes this
particular process of social change in terms that heavily involve discourse and/or
linguistically based methods of persuasion. Likewise, Herder’s theories about cultural
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identity formation through linguistic construction of social realities focus on processes of
social change (or perhaps resistance thereto) by means of discourse.
The biggest, glaring difference between the revitalization process as composed by
Wallace and the case of American Heathenry is Wallace’s depiction of the prophetic
founder. Though he allows for the possibility of variance here, Wallace couldn’t imagine
any contexts in which a founder was not transformed by a sudden insight or vision. The
prophet(s) (and such a label is probably not appropriate in this case) did not and do not
have the sort of extreme authority of the prototypical revitalization movement.
Christensen’s role and title as “the Folkmother” presents here much more in line with
Wallace’s concept of the prophet among Odinists than either of the other two. However,
the decentralization and fracturing of the movement through multiple, competing,
“prophetic” visions certainly prevented her from having such a role across Heathenry as a
whole. McNallen and Murray both continue to play active roles in the organizations they
created, though both now appear to be pulling back from active leadership (probably due
to age as much as anything). McNallen has been (just recently at the time of writing)
replaced as active leader of the AFA and Murray has for years been taking a secondary
role in the Alliance. Perhaps this lack of centralized leadership is why the methods of
revitalization are much more contested and up for grabs than in the formal model. All of
the dimensions of variation identified by Wallace in his 1956 article (choice of
identification, secular vs. religious focus, relative emphasis on nativism, relative
“realism,” and even the degree of force exerted against Heathens by non-Heathens) vary
substantially from one portion of the larger Heathen movement to another. Wallace’s
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model presumes a centralized movement centered on a powerfully charismatic prophet.
The case of Heathenry is anything but. This raises the question of whether such
decentralization of “prophecy” is detrimental or helpful to the “success” of such a
movement. Direct spiritual revelation is available (and often used) by any and all
participants in the movement. “Prophecy” is not even limited to a professional class,
much less to the founder alone. The movement as a whole is certainly fractured and
leaderless, which could be argued by some as an indication of failure. However, in this
fractured, decentralized state the ideals and practices of the movement are actually
distributed much more broadly and influence more diverse sectors of U.S. society than
would be the case with a single, unified movement.
It could be that the prevalence of entrepreneurial approaches, particularly Murray
and McNallen spinning their spiritual/identity products and marketing them to specific
audiences, replaces the role of prophet with that of the Entrepreneur. A “prophet” as such
may not be necessary when the movement is run by entrepreneurs.
Heathenry is not a perfect fit for Wallace’s revitalization movements. However,
Heathenry does fit the model in the majority of respects. It is clearly a variant on the
model Wallace proposed. A revivalist movement (seeking to revive the pre-Christian
religion(s)/culture of northern Europe), a nativist movement (usually concerned with
separating out the northern European / Germanic elements of culture and religions as
venerable, while attempting to discard “non-native” elements), and a movement which
provides “help” to a population which has experienced a perceived (perhaps even real!)
loss of status and increased stress. Even among more liberal and actively anti-racist
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Heathens, the movement is an effort to claim an “ethnic” identification to replace that
which was once given up in order to qualify as “white Americans.” As Howard Winant
points out in his discussion of the “crisis of white identity” the once taken for granted
(and clearly dominant) status of whiteness has been diminished (or at the very least
changed) after the cultural turmoils and upheavals of the Civil Rights era. Where once
being “white” was essentially synonymous (and legally equivalent to) being American
(only whites could be citizens per Haney Lopez (1996)), now white Americans are
increasingly one racial identification out of many, and often a problematic one at that.
They (we?) still have a great many privileges and advantages over those of other racial
identifications, but our once superlative status has slipped a few rungs down the social
ladder. Heathen discourses are full of laments that “other people” can celebrate their
heritage; “why can’t we?”
The cognitive dissonance produced by the simultaneous challenge to the colonial
structures and seemingly inescapable embodiment within said structures is readily
apparent in the contentious, often vicious arguments and organizational divisions which
have been such a profound part of contemporary Heathenry for most of its lifespan.
Heathenry is quite clearly in what Anthony Wallace identified as the adaptation phase of
the revitalization process. And as currently framed, it seems unlikely that the movement
will emerge from the process with any great degree of relevance for the larger U.S.
society. Challenged on two fronts at the same time, by the common-sense nature of U.S.
white supremacy and the political incorrectness of deliberate and open racial/ethnic
identification by whites. Heathenry is located at an intersection point of highly
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contradictory, even directly opposed, ideologies and methodologies for dealing with the
decline in white status.
The likelihood of the United States reaching a new steady state under the auspices
of Heathen ideals is almost laughable. As pointed out by Jeffrey Kaplan, the divisions
within the movement resulting from the struggles over the issue of race (which can be
seen as a form of cognitive dissonance within the social organism) weaken the movement
as a whole and profoundly diminish its ability to provide any sort of usefulness to the
society at large. This internal dissonance is one factor (though hardly the only one) which
keeps Heathenry a marginal and relatively irrelevant element within the larger body of
U.S. society. Without substantial changes to their own projects, probably the best that
Heathens can expect is to be part of a (set of) small, marginalized subculture(s) within an
American society which sees very little value in the supposed revitalization they have to
offer. As mentioned previously, however, this role as a marginalized subculture serves
very effectively as a new steady state for Heathens who wish to understand themselves as
an embattled minority.
The idea of a feeling of threat / relative deprivation (or at the very least, the
perception thereof) as the underlying motivation for the development of Heathenry is
something I have already been looking at in connection with Howard Winant’s “crisis of
white identity.” A broad understanding of that conception to include changing social
contexts which leave the populations/individuals in question feeling threatened/insecure
is perhaps the strongest match with the theory. Heathenry is clearly both “nativistic” and
“revivalist.” Though I have never exactly thought about Heathenry as an example of
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syncretism, it is certainly an idea to be explored; especially if the use of Wiccan ritual
elements to fill in gaps in the historical reconstruction qualify as syncretist. I have never
thought of it that way exactly, but I think it works. This element might also be useful in
looking at the assumptions drawn from mainstream American-Christian culture which are
at odds with the internal logic of reconstruction (a substantial part of my project).
Likewise, though the emphasis on prophesy seems initially a disconnect with the model,
the discourse of supernatural influence (perhaps even revelation?) that surrounds the
growth of contemporary forms of Heathenry at multiple places around the globe, nearly
simultaneously, without apparent communication between them might be one example of
where this idea does, in fact, apply. The emphasis of many Heathens on direct
communication with gods and spirits might also fit this element of the revitalization
model. Much of Wallace’s discussion does not really apply to McNallen, though most of
the things that do not are elements Wallace himself pointed out as common but not
necessary. Even if the prophecy bit does not apply, that hardly reduces the usefulness of
the remainder of the model.
McNallen’s presentation of Ásatrú as an indigenous paganism brought new life,
vibrancy, and public acceptability to the völkisch movements that had struggled along on
the margins of alternative society ever since the Nazis had made it so embarrassing to be
involved. Whether or not McNallen was even aware of völkischness when he originally
started the Viking Brotherhood or the Ásatrú Free Assembly, he had certainly been
converted to the völkisch view by the time he re-branded his re-founded organization as
the Ásatrú Folk Assembly. Though some Heathens resist and object to the presence of
388

racist Heathens, frequently trying to insist that they are not “real” Heathens, or that there
is no connection between contemporary Heathenry and racist varieties of Odinism, the
reality of and historical connections between the basic logics of “indigenous” Heathen
“peoplehood” and the racist ideologies of the German-nationalist Völkisch movement
cannot be responsibly sidestepped and denied.
A realization that I have come to while working on this dissertation (and which I
feel a little foolish for not noticing earlier) is that historically, Heathenry is a racialist (if
not racist) movement. Heathenry in the broad definitional way I am using it was not new
to the 1970s (as most histories of Heathenry assert). What is now called Folkish
Heathenry has been around since at least the beginning of the twentieth century. The
worship of Wotan (the German name of Odhinn/Odin) that Carl Jung wrote about, and
which Hitler opposed was a Heathen movement by my definition. A. Rud Mills’s
Anglecyn Church of Odin certainly qualified. Else Christensen’s Odinist Fellowship,
based on Mills’s writings, used much the same language to talk about the relationship
between race and religion that Stephen McNallen uses today: A folkish/völkisch one. In a
historical sense, it is not racialist Heathenry which is the deviation from the norm.
Racialism has been the norm of Heathenry since at least the turn of the twentieth century
(even if both “Heathenry” and “racialism” have been called by different terms over that
period). Rather, Stephen McNallen is the pivotal figure he is, ironically, for proposing a
form of Heathenry that did not necessitate (or initially involve) a conscious association
with whiteness or some other related essential. It is the non/anti-racial Heathenry which is
the historical deviation. The association of Heathenry with a particular racial
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identification has been the norm for a long, long time. Long enough that for many (if not
most) it just seems like common sense (even if not politically correct).
Heathenry is a comparatively small but quite potent location of the negotiation of
racialized identities (especially white identities) in the United States at least, perhaps on a
global scale. My concerns for this project have been with Heathenry in the U.S., but the
global significance of Heathenry is reinforced by things such as the terrorism of Anders
Breivek and Varg Vikerness in Norway, and the role of Alain de Benoist’s “Paganism” in
the French “New Right.” But these topics reach beyond the scope of my work here.
In the United States Heathenry functions as a linkage, as a sort of cultural bridge,
between the often highly “liberal” (frequently radically so) “Pagan” communities, which
have been for years among the fastest growing categories of religious identification in the
nation, and the radically right-wing white racialist communities. Heathenry is a strange
sort of conflicted, contested space in which some of the most dramatic extremes of U.S.
ideology meet, mingle, and often clash bitterly. As such, Heathenry is an important field
to understand for the ongoing study of racial relations. Through Heathenry, the ideologies
and narrative/cognitive logics of the radical racialists are able to quietly seep their way in
to Pagan communities and from there into larger mainstream acceptance in the common
U.S. cultures. This “seepage” is exacerbated by the fact that many of these racialist logics
are already mainstream ideas. The essential category of “white” has been so deeply
ingrained in most Americans that its reality and significance is simply common sense.
As such, Heathenry can provide the cultural and social capital to re-empower the
status of white men who feel a loss of privilege and status in the face of social changes
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resulting from movements such as feminism and civil rights. It provides a social field in
which they can define themselves, overcoming (at least in their own subcultural space)
their loss of relative power in society as a whole. The divine, sacred nature of white
identity articulated by some Heathen identity projects provides a divinely inspired
validation for a social location/identity which has otherwise been relatively devalued.
This dissertation has been the labor of at least a decade now. I began investigating
these questions and issues more than fifteen years ago, because of my discomfort with
white supremacist activities within my own religious community. Years of graduate study
in the processes and nature of human identification (religious, racial, ethnic, national,
gendered, class based, etc.), the use of discourse and language, and close observation and
critical analysis of Heathen identity politics prepared me finally to produce this work.
Such a long period of immersion in the most unpleasant aspects of my own communities,
including violent murders and hateful rhetoric has been emotionally taxing and incredibly
difficult to keep focused on. Frequently I just had to turn my eyes away (both literally
and metaphorically) and take a break from the distressing things I had chosen to focus so
intently on for so many long years. This fact has surely contributed to how long this
project has taken.
In the end, however, I have produced a dissertation which delves into some of the
most challenging (for me) questions about Heathen identification projects. What are we
Heathens revitalizing? Are our projects inevitably tied into racial politics? Are we able to
escape our national (U.S.) history of racial division and spitefulness? Can we evade the
stigma of “Germanic Nationalism” in our revival of “Germanic” religion? Do the
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combination of German völkisch conceptions of race and the U.S. norms of white
“normality” produce a model that is easier to work with… or harder?
In particular, I have shown the ways in which discursive projects of identification
are part and parcel of Heathen conversations, debates, and publications. The way we
(Heathens and otherwise) talk and write about our worlds and our places in them
contribute directly to the shaping of our worlds of experience. I have been most
concerned with illuminating the often invisible and un-noticed völkisch racial discourses
that have bound themselves with so much of Heathen culture and practice. I hope that my
readers come away from this reading with a greater understanding of the ethno-racial
projects of identification prevalent within the larger field of Heathenry, as well as some of
the things that are at stake in the ways we move forward with those ever-ongoing projects
to make meaningful ourselves and our worlds.
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Afterword
Since the period of my blog analysis, the importance and contentiousness of racial
relations in the United States has become even more extreme. Accusations of police
brutality targeted at black people have become louder and more widespread. Protests by
black people have increased in frequency. Murders of black people by angry white men
have also continued, if not escalated in frequency. Either as cause or effect of the public
media discourses on the subject, white nationalists and other racialists of various stripes
have become more strident in their discourses as well. White pride ideologues have
become comfortable in publicly presenting their racially based arguments for the need to
strengthen and “save” the white race against hostile dark-skinned assailants in ways that
they have seldom been willing to do since the race riots and associated turmoils of the
Civil Rights Movements.
This increasing polarization and public debate on the topic of race has led to
similar hardening and exacerbation of the divides within Heathenry over racial
ideologies. On May 1, 2016 Stephen McNallen quietly stepped down from leadership of
the AFA (Asatru Folk Assembly Facebook Page, May 2016). There was little to no
coverage of the event by Pagan media outlets. His blog was removed from the AFA site
and replaced with a list of events announcements. A very few select postings and essays
from his blog are now hosted on an “articles and essays” page (“Articles and Essays”).
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On August 21, 2016 the new leadership of the organization brought on a storm of
coverage, Facebook posts, and critical commentary when they put up a blatantly whitenationalist and stridently gender essentialist post on their Facebook page.
Today we are bombarded with confusion and messages
contrary to the values of our ancestors and our folk. The
AFA would like to make it clear that we believe gender is
not a social construct, it is a beautiful gift from the holy
powers and from our ancestors. The AFA celebrates our
feminine ladies, our masculine gentlemen and, above all,
our beautiful white children. The children of the folk are
our shining future and the legacy of all those men and
women of our people back to the beginning. Hail the AFA
families, now and always!
Matt Flavel
Alsherjargothi, AFA
(Asatru Folk Assembly Facebook Page, August 2016)
The wave of objections and denouncements included, the very next day on August 22, the
first clear and direct official anti-racist statement from the Troth in years.
Official Note from The Troth
The Troth is open to all who seek to know and to honor the
Gods, ancestors, and values of the Germanic Heathen
traditions, regardless of gender, race, nationality or sexual
orientation. The Troth stands against any use of Germanic
religion and culture to advance causes of racism, sexism,
homophobia, white supremacy, or any other form of
prejudice.
While we are aware that there are some Asatru
organizations that are not inclusive to all people, the Troth’s
doors are open to all those who may have been excluded
due to their ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, or
ability. The Troth stands against the AFA’s vision of what
Asatru should be, and we do not recognize their beliefs as
representative of a majority of American Asatru
(Heathenry). There are no arbiters of who can and cannot
worship our deities, but the Gods themselves. We are a
family religion, and to the Troth that means all families.
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This post represents official Troth policy or is an official
Troth statement.
(Official Note from the Troth)
On September 5, 2016 the Troth also officially joined a long list of Heathen organizations
“deciding not to associate with the AFA as an entity on a business level” (Declaration
127”).
Karl Seigfried, of the Norse Mythology Blog, began becoming more strongly
concerned about racial issues even before that post. He also began writing for the Pagan
news blog The Wild Hunt. He did not initially cover the AFA kerfuffle in either venue.
When Camp Courage canceled their booking for an AFA event as a result of the
controversy, however, Seigfried was contacted by a journalist from the Star Tribune for
comments on the turn of events. He published the questions and his answers on his blog
on 9/3/2016 (Siegfried 2016). The resultant article in the StarTribune quotes both
Seigfried and Jennifer Snook, as well as a representative from the AFA (Reinan and
Walsh 2016). Both the StarTribune article and his blog post contain the following quote
summing up his position on the issue: “At this point, with decades of history and
documentation, it is difficult to see the AFA as anything other than a hate group on the
extreme fringe of Heathenry.”
Neither the The Modern Heathen blog nor the Odinist News have posted since the
controversial AFA post, and none of the other blogs I investigated for this dissertation are
still active; so no comments from them are forthcoming. It is clear, however, that the
euphemistic subtlety of McNallen’s “ethnic project” have been sidelined by the new
leadership of the AFA in favor of a more explicitly neo-völkish project of white racial
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identification. The polarization of racial identity projects and their political
manifestations have only grown more pronounced through the combination of Black
Lives Matter protests and the political maneuverings of the 2016 U.S. presidential
election. Heathens are participating in this phenomenon alongside everyone else in the
United States.
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